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2 second person PRES present tense 
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1. Introduction  
 

1.1 Linguistic challenges 

August 9, 1890. After about two months at sea, the ship Prins Willem II arrives in the harbour of 

Paramaribo, Suriname. Aboard are twenty-six men, fourteen women and two children from Java, 

Indonesia, who are about to set foot on the mainland of Suriname, their home for the coming 

years. They have been recruited from the Dutch East Indies, present day Indonesia, by order of the 

Dutch colonial government to work on the plantations for the next five years (Hoefte 1998: 221). 

More people will follow on September 2 (one man, one woman), September 20 (thirty-one men, 

fourteen women), October 13 (two men) and November 24 (one man) of that year (Ismael 1949: 

30), and the immigration will continue up until 1939. In their new homeland, the Javanese laborers 

will face numerous challenges, not least of all a linguistic one. Although the mother tongue of most 

of these immigrants is Javanese (an Austronesian language), the group is not linguistically 

homogeneous: there are also speakers of Sundanese and Madurese among them, and moreover, 

the speakers of Javanese do not all speak the same variety. In Paramaribo, and later on the 

plantations, they will encounter languages totally new to them, which they do not understand. 

During the journey at sea, they have probably already heard some Dutch, and later on the 

plantations they will hear Chinese and some Indian languages spoken by the other contract 

laborers, as well as Sranantongo (often shortened as Sranan), an English-based creole, the lingua 

franca of Suriname. Some of the Dutch in charge of the immigrant workers might have picked up 

a bit of Malay, the lingua franca of the Dutch East Indies, but this is not understood by the 

immigrants from Java. Speaking only Javanese, how will they be able to communicate with the 

overseers on the plantations, and their fellow laborers, who have come from British India and 

China? What will be the consequences of this multilingualism for the language of the Javanese? 

Will it be maintained, changed, or replaced by the other languages? 

Flash forward to more than one hundred years later, in the year 2017. A sentence uttered by 

a young speaker of Javanese in Suriname: 

 

(1) Ènèk tyah wédok n-jikuk hamer terus vaas-é di-broko1  

 EXIST child female AV-take hammer then vase-DEF UV-break  

 үThereҰs a girl who takes a hammer, then the vase is broken.Ұ (JVN-20170401-SJ-57-401-

17F-clips) 

 

                                                                        
1 Note on transcription conventions: Sranantongo words are underlined (unless the utterance is in 

Sranantongo), Dutch words are double underlined (unless the utterance is in Dutch). In Sranantongo, an 

apostrophe at the end of the word represents a vowel which is not pronounced in fast speech (e.g.tapu > tapƩ). 

An underscore represents hesitation or self-repair. 
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This utterance contains different bits of interesting information. First of all, we see the influence 

of the contact languages here, in the shape of borrowings: hamer үhammerҰ and vaas үvaseҰ from 

Dutch,2 and broko үbreakҰ from Sranantongo. They are, however, integrated in a very Javanese-like 

structure: the word vaas takes the Javanese definite suffix -é, while Sranan broko takes the Javanese 

undergoer voice prefix di-. This sentence evokes questions about what happened to Javanese 

during the 127 years since it has arrived in Suriname. To what extent has Javanese been 

maintained in Suriname, and is it still similar to the Javanese spoken in Indonesia? In what ways 

is the Javanese language in Suriname permeated by Sranantongo and Dutch? Is the influence of 

these languages limited to loanwords as in this example, or is there also a deeper, more structural 

influence? 

This thesis aims to retrace aspects of the linguistic development that the Javanese of Suriname 

have undergone, and how this has influenced the way their language, Surinamese Javanese, is used 

nowadays.3 Undoubtedly, the isolation of the language from the homeland has left traces in 

modern-day speech. This divergence is already clear on the lexical level: VrugginkҰs dictionary 

(2001) shows that the lexicon of Surinamese Javanese is full of loans from Dutch and Sranantongo 

(with different levels of linguistic integration). But has the grammar of the language also changed? 

If so, have these changes been caused by language contact? How are different domains of the 

language influenced? 

When talking about language contact, people usually refer to the phenomenon of lexical 

borrowing, which can be considered to be one of the most visible and perhaps most widespread 

forms of language change through contact.  

But changes are not limited to just words in a case of language contact. Perhaps less obvious 

in daily life, but equally fascinating is the influence that grammars of languages can exert on each 

other. Numerous studies have shown that cross-linguistic grammatical transfer can occur in 

situations of multilingualism (e.g. the existence of linguistic areas, Thomason 2001: 99). 

There are many ideas about multilingualism and language contact, of which some are 

misconceptions, often based on emotions rather than objective judgments. Some people see 

multilingualism as a psychological handicap (Thomason 2001: 32). Lexical borrowing is something 

that people often even see as a threat to language survival. In general, many people are worried 

about what will happen to their languages in multilingual environments, which is indeed a 

relevant question in this day and age. One of the aims of this thesis is to contribute to the 

                                                                        
2 Vruggink (p.c.) notes that the same word vaas is also used in Sranantongo, and might have entered 

Surinamese Javanese through Sranantongo. This is perhaps a more likely scenario, considering the earlier 

contact of Surinamese Javanese with Sranantongo (see Chapter 2), but since I have no way of verifying this, I 

assume for now that it is a borrowing from Dutch. 
3 Note on the language name: this language or variety has been referred to as for example Indo-Surinamese, 

but I find this term inappropriate because of possible confusion with the Indonesian language. Therefore, I 

choose to refer to the language as well as the community with the commonly used term Surinamese Javanese. 

See also the section on name of the language in 3.11. 
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knowledge on these issues, by investigating the situation of Javanese in Suriname, an immigrant 

language spoken for over one hundred years. 

This chapter is structured as follows: section 1.2 is a description of the overall research 

objectives of this book, in the form of research questions. Then, 1.3 is dedicated to the description 

of the general processes underlying language contact and change, and 1.4 describes some 

important principles and constraints determining language change. Section 1.5 gives an overview 

of the most commonly found types of contact effects. Then, section 1.6 presents my working 

hypotheses, 1.7 gives a summary and 1.8 is the reading guide for the rest of the book. 

 

1.2 Research aims and questions 

As described in the previous section, the main aim of this book is to establish the linguistic 

development of the Javanese spoken by the immigrant laborers in Suriname. Lexical changes, in 

the form of borrowings, have already been established widely, by among others Vruggink (1976; 

1985a; 1987; 1989; 2001), Setrowidjojo & Setrowidjojo (1994) and Samidin (2012). Borrowings 

have been extensively prominent in Surinamese Javanese from a very early stage, as is exemplified 

by the conclusions of VrugginkҰs thesis (1976), where he examines recordings made by G.E. van 

Wengen in 1961-1962: 

 

This aspect [borrowings] turns out to be the most specific for the Javanese of these 

recordings. A relatively great amount of the Dutch and English borrowings in it are 

unknown on Java. An exception is formed by the Malay borrowings that occur there as 

well. These are generally known on Java and are Ҭ perhaps in some regions more than 

others Ҭ frequently used. In contrast to Javanese on Java, there are no words from 

Indonesian found in our material.4 (Vruggink 1976: 87) 

 

Remarkably, Vruggink speaks about English borrowings here, and not about Sranantongo. Quite 

possibly, some of the borrowings he attributed to English were actually of Sranantongo origin, 

since no scenario with direct contact with English is very plausible at this time in the historical 

context of Suriname. The cited English borrowings are broken, klemsel (from clamshell); store and 

wings. Even if these words are not found in Sranantongo dictionaries in these forms (broken could 

be related to Sranantongo broko), all of these words are probably taken from the context of the 

bauxite industry, where Sranantongo was the lingua franca (Vruggink, p.c.), and may have 

included English loans. Later on, he does recognize the influence of Sranan in the form of 

                                                                        
4 My translation, original: ҲDit aspect blijkt het meest specifiek voor het Javaans van deze opnamen. Een vrij 

groot aantal daarin voorkomende Nederlandse en Engelse leenwoorden zijn op Java onbekend. Hierop vormen 

de daarin ook voorkomende Maleise leenwoorden een uitzondering. Deze zijn in het algemeen wel op Java 

bekend en worden Ҭ wellicht in de ene streek meer dan in de andere Ҭ vaak gebruikt. In tegenstelling tot het 

Javaans op Java komen in ons materiaal geen woorden uit de Bahasa Indonesia voor.ҳ 
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borrowings. In 1985, he states that Ҳ[t] he present [Surinamese Javanese] has, as mentioned, a large 

amount of Sranan borrowings.ҳ5 (Vruggink 1985a: 57) 

Concerning the grammar of Surinamese Javanese, Vruggink postulates that it is not very 

different from Indonesian Javanese: ҲFrom a grammatical point of view Surinamese Javanese and 

Indonesian Javanese are largely the same.ҳ6 (Vruggink 2001: xxxix) However, the question is to 

what extent this is true. Research on languages spoken in an immigrant context (heritage 

languages) has shown that there are often small, but clear differences, for instance in the frequency 

distributions of certain constructions or in the parameters used for example in gender marking 

(e.g. Moro 2016; Irizarri van Suchtelen 2016). Since there has been no systematic grammatical 

investigation of Surinamese Javanese and comparison with Indonesian Javanese to date, the 

question to what extent the two grammars are still Ҳlargely the sameҳ remains unanswered. 

This thesis aims at filling this gap by performing a systematic comparison of different 

grammatical patterns in Surinamese Javanese and Indonesian Javanese. This brings us to the 

following central research question [I] , and sub-questions [II] and [III]: 

 

[I]  Has Surinamese Javanese diverged from Indonesian Javanese? 

 

[II]  If so, how are these divergences manifested on the levels of morphology, syntax and 

pragmatics? 

 

[III]  Which factors account for these divergences? 

 

I will now turn to discuss the relevant processes and scenarios of language contact in Surinamese 

Javanese. 

 

1.3 Scenarios and processes of language contact 

In this section, I will list the most important scenarios and processes which may be relevant for 

contact-induced change in Surinamese Javanese. The following topics will be discussed: the 

concept of heritage languages, cross-linguistic influence, acquisition effects, language shift and 

maintenance, borrowing and code-switching, and leveling/koineization. 

 

1.3.1 Heritage languages 

A new field within the study of language contact, which is very relevant for the case of Surinamese 

Javanese, is the research on heritage languages and heritage speakers. The most widely used 

definition of heritage speakers is that of Valdés (2000): Ҳindividuals raised in homes where a 

                                                                        
5 My translation, original: ҲHet huidige S.J. kent, zoals gezegd, een groot aantal Sranan leenwoorden.ҳ 
6 My translation, original: ҲIn grammaticaal opzicht komen het SJ en het Indonesisch Javaans in grote lijnen 

overeen.ҳ 
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language other than English is spoken and who are to some degree bilingual in English and the 

heritage language.ҳ, where үEnglishҰ can be read as үthe majority or dominant languageҰ. Looking 

at the second part of the definition, I would want to focus on the formulation үto some degree 

bilingualҰ. This formulation acknowledges the huge variability that exists among heritage speakers, 

also noted by for example Benmamoun et al. (2013: 134). This variability makes it hard to get a 

grip on the phenomenon of heritage languages, but is at the same time absolutely crucial for 

understanding the dynamics within speakers. One cannot speak about heritage languages without 

speaking about variation. As we will see, this notion is especially appropriate in the case of 

Surinamese Javanese. 

Some terminological clarification is necessary for the remainder of this thesis: here, I will use 

the terms үheritage languageҰ to refer to the Javanese as spoken in Suriname, which is considered 

to be the үrecipient languageҰ of change in this study (since I do not study the possible influence of 

Javanese on the contact languages). Both Dutch and Sranantongo are referred to with the terms 

үdominant languageҰ or үmajority languageҰ, and can be seen as the үsource languageҰ or үdonor 

languageҰ of linguistic change. Javanese as spoken in Indonesia is referred to as the үbaselineҰ or 

үhomelandҰ language, even if it also shows quite some internal variation, as we will see in the next 

chapter. Both groups of speakers should be seen as үnativeҰ speakers, since a native language Ҳis one 

that is acquired from naturalistic exposure, in early childhood and in an authentic social 

context/speech communityҳ and does not presuppose monolingualism or dominance (Rothman 

& Treffers-Daller 2014). 

Benmamoun et al. (2013: 132) state that the term heritage speaker usually refers to speakers 

of the second generation, whereas the first generation speakers are referred to as the original 

immigrants. This already raises the problem of how to delimit the concept of heritage speakers: if 

this definition is taken too narrowly to only include very fluent speakers who have learned the 

language at home from birth and speak it with their parents, one runs the risk of excluding 

speakers which are potentially very interesting. In the case of Surinamese Javanese, as we will see 

later, this issue is highly relevant, since the speakers of Javanese nowadays range from the second 

to fifth generation after immigration, and they do not always learn the language at home with 

their parents. One frequently cited manner of acquisition is with the grandparents, who often 

function as the caretakers of children. It is important not to exclude these speakers from the 

analysis a priori, and at the same time to take into account the specific biographical factors. 

Heritage speakers have been recognized as important in linguistic studies, because they 

represent a kind of speaker that bridges the gap between L1 and L2-speakers (Benmamoun et al. 

2013: 131). They are L1 speakers in the sense that they start learning (or at least overhearing) the 

minority language from a very young age, but L2 in the sense that they are usually dominant in a 

different language (in this case the majority language). Therefore, studying heritage speakers can 

help to investigate the role of speaker variables, such as the relation between age of onset and 

resulting language competence, as well as the role and nature of linguistic input that leads to 
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native-like competence. On the linguistic side, it can shed light on the relative vulnerability or 

stability of linguistic structures, as well as disentangle the effect of incomplete acquisition from 

that of direct transfer from contact, by discovering patterns found among heritage speakers. Some 

domains in which divergences from the baseline are found are the subjunctive in Spanish 

(Potowski et al. 2009), differential object marking in Spanish (Montrul & Bowles 2009), finite 

subordination in Turkish (Onar Valk & Backus 2013), aspect encoding in Dutch Ambon Malay 

(Moro 2016), resultative constructions in Dutch Ambon Malay (Moro 2016) and case and gender 

assignment in Russian and Spanish (Polinsky 2006; Polinsky 2008; Alarcón 2011; Irizarri van 

Suchtelen 2016). 

One of the challenges within heritage language studies is how to account for the observed 

variation among heritage speakers. This is often done by correlating this variation with other 

linguistic factors and/or biographical factors. Linguistic factors include manifestations of fluency 

or proficiency such as speech rate and lexical proficiency (Benmamoun et al. 2013: 135). 

Biographical factors include information about the simultaneous/sequential bilingualism, 

frequency of use of both languages, to whom and when the languages are spoken etc. These latter 

factors are crucial in the specific case of Surinamese Javanese, since there is a complex interaction 

between not two, as in most heritage language cases, but three different languages; Javanese, Dutch 

and Sranantongo. The dynamics of three languages interacting have not yet been studied in detail, 

and may be hypothesized to be decisive for the outcomes in heritage speakers. In this study, I will 

therefore pay special attention to biographical factors, most notably in Chapter 5 on locative 

construction, Chapter 8 on voice and the synthesis of all results in Chapter 9. The notion of and 

processes related to heritage languages and speakers will be relevant for all chapters. 

 

1.3.2 Cross-linguistic influence  

When a person knows multiple languages, such as in the case of heritage languages but also in 

other cases of multilingualism, evidence suggests that these are not stored as isolated entities in 

the speakersҰ mind, but that there are porous boundaries between them, leading to mutual 

influence (Thomason & Kaufman 1991; Appel & Muysken 2005; Alferink 2015). This cross-

linguistic influence can be defined as Ҳthe influence of a personҰs knowledge of one language on 

that personҰs knowledge or use of another languageҳ (Jarvis & Pavlenko 2008: 1). This definition 

entails that the transfer takes place inside the mind of an individual, and therefore requires 

individual multilingualism. However, this influence can then spread throughout the language 

without all speakers having to know the contact language themselves. 

Cross-linguistic influence can result in linguistic change, which can be divided into 

synchronic change (at one time) versus diachronic change (change through time/history). 

Synchronic change includes loan translation, code-switching and borrowing, and presupposes 

active bi- or multilingualism on the part of the speaker showing the changes. Diachronic change 

includes lexical (integrated borrowings) and structural change (Winford 2003: 2). This type of 
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change does not necessarily presuppose active knowledge of the source language on the part of the 

speakers, because they can take over these features from other speakers. 

Possible outcomes of cross-linguistic influence are convergence (with the contact language), 

divergence (from the baseline language), consolidation, pattern change and 

reanalysis/complexification (see section 1.5). In this thesis, cross-linguistic influence is seen as a 

direct influence from the source language into the donor language (in this case dominant language 

into the heritage language), which presupposes some degree of isomorphism between the 

phenomenon attested in the heritage language and a similar structure in the dominant language. 

Cross-linguistic influence is relevant for all chapters of this book, but especially in Chapter 6 on 

multi-verb motion constructions and Chapter 7 on transfer events, both of which are explained 

as cross-linguistic transfer from Sranantongo. 

 

1.3.3 Acquisition effects 

As mentioned in section 1.3.1, heritage speakers often switch from the heritage language to the 

dominant language after entering school. This switch is considered to interrupt the acquisition of 

the heritage language, and the question is how this interruption affects the overall result of the 

acquisition process. 

This interruption of acquisition of the heritage language usually happens at a young age, 

before the grammar is considered to be үcompleteҰ (i.e. at the level of homeland/monolingual 

speakers). It is therefore often referred to as incomplete acquisition, meaning that Ҳan individual 

fails to learn the entire system of a given languageҳ (Polinsky 2006: 194). However, evidence 

suggests that it is not just arbitrary bits and pieces of a language that remain in the heritage 

speakersҰ mind, but that it constitutes a full-fledged linguistic system, since even this reduced 

language is still subject to constraints (Polinsky 2006: 194). This does suggest that we should be 

careful to use the term үincompletenessҰ too easily, since there is is still a үcompleteҰ system in place. 

In fact, it has been argued that the term үincompleteҰ is too evaluative, and that it should be replaced 

simply by үdifferentҰ (Kupisch & Rothman 2016). In this thesis, I will use the term үincompleteҰ not 

in an evaluative way or to suggest a lack of a linguistic system altogether, but simply to indicate 

that the grammar has gone through a different developmental due to the specific acquisition path. 

In some linguistic domains, heritage speakers show the same kind of processing problems as 

child language speakers. This has been shown for examples for passives in Russian, and was 

explained as a result of simplified processing strategies found also in child language speakers 

(Benmamoun et al. 2013: 151). This may suggest that heritage speakers rely more on strategies 

that are acquired at an early age and are typically found among homeland child speakers. In order 

to identify effects due to incomplete acquisition, the heritage speakersҰ grammar should be 

compared to that of Ҳmonolingual or fluent bilingual speakers of the same age, cognitive 

development, and social groupҳ (Montrul & Bowles 2009: 363). Linguistic elements which take a 

longer time to acquire, such as the subjunctive (Potowski et al. 2009 for Spanish), differential 
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object marking (Montrul & Bowles 2009 for Spanish) and case and gender assignment (Polinsky 

2006; Polinsky 2008 for Russian; Alarcón 2011 for Spanish) are usually more vulnerable in heritage 

language contexts. Incomplete acquisition can manifest itself in reduction, reanalysis or both (e.g. 

morphological simplification in Alorese, Moro in press). One of the ways of testing for acquisition 

effects is by looking at the age and manner of acquisition: simultaneous (the two languages 

together) versus sequential (one after the other). It has also been shown that the age of acquisition 

is significant for the attained completeness of the grammar (Moro 2016). 

Incomplete acquisition should not be confused with language loss or attrition, which implies 

a completed acquisition but subsequent loss of linguistic features. To disentangle the influence 

from attrition from that of incomplete acquisition, one should ideally do a longitudinal, cross-

sectional study with different speaker age groups, including the original immigrants. Since the 

immigration of the Javanese into Suriname is not very recent (the last immigrants arrived in 1939), 

it is very hard if not impossible to find first generation immigrants. Since I did not focus specifically 

on finding these speakers, this study is not equipped to examine this issue. 

Another phenomenon related to acquisition is the influence of the specific kind of input that 

heritage speakers receive: this is often reduced, in the sense that there is no schooling in the 

language, and that use is often restricted to informal (home) contexts. This influence is for example 

observed in the use of different prepositions in Ambon Malay, where heritage speakers of the 

second and third generation use prepositions from Tangsi Malay, a non-standard language variant 

spoken in the barracks, which have been passed on by the first generation (Moro 2016). Not only 

the type of input, but also the amount of input plays a role: because of low exposure or low 

availability of the heritage language, the speakers will develop their own individual characteristics. 

In this thesis, acquisition effects will be discussed in Chapter 7 on transfer events and Chapter 

8 on voice, specifically in relation to the undergoer voice prefix. 

 

1.3.4 Shift and maintenance 

The patterns of language use of individual heritage language speakers are embedded in the patterns 

of language use of the community as a whole, which can be caught under the terms language 

maintenance and language shift, a set of terms from the work of Fishman (1964). Language 

maintenance refers to a situation which is more or less Ҳstable, with both (or all) languages being 

maintainedҳ (Thomason 2001: 9). Language shift is seen as the case when a language Ҳis given upҳ 

and can be contrasted with Ҳnormal historical developmentҳ where a language Ҳchanges gradually, 

is transmitted through generations and peers, and exhibits regular internally motivated sound 

changeҳ (Thomason & Kaufman 1991: 10). This shift is often preceded by a stage of asymmetrical 

bilingualism (Thomason 2001: 9), where the minority language is Ҳnegatively stigmatizedҳ 

(Thomason 2001: 226). 
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In a situation of language maintenance, the traditional or in this case heritage language 

continues to be spoken. It is seen as the recipient language of linguistic change, and moderate to 

heavy lexical and structural influence from the donor/dominant language can be observed. 

In the case of shift, the traditional language is eventually left behind, and speakers shift to the 

dominant language. Intermediate stages show heavy structural and lexical borrowing (e.g. 

Aikhenvald 2012). But importantly, in a shift scenario the agent of change is the traditional 

language (the direction of influence is traditional Ą dominant during the time when the shift is 

not yet complete), whereas this is the other way around in a maintenance scenario (dominant Ą 

traditional). In this thesis, however, I will not look further into influences from Javanese into 

Dutch and Sranantongo, even though there is also some evidence for a shift scenario in Suriname. 

Factors favoring maintenance are usually identified as number of speakers and institutional 

support (Thomason 2001: 22), although this is not necessarily true for Suriname, since the history 

of Suriname Ҳshows that the size of an ethnolinguistic group is not an exclusive indicator of 

language use and maintenanceҳ (Yakpo et al. 2015: 179). Dutch and Sranantongo Ҳexert influence 

on the other languages in a non-reciprocal or unbalanced wayҳ, even if the original numbers of 

speakers were not necessarily greater than that of Sarnami or Javanese. They Ҳprovide lexical items 

and grammatical structures to the other languages of Suriname and to each other, and by this 

process act as agents of change and targets of convergence and language shiftҳ (both Yakpo et al. 

2015: 181). 

Factors promoting shift include urbanization and industrialization (Thomason 2001: 22). 

These processes have been playing an increasing role in Suriname since the end of WWII (see 

Chapter 2), which may predict greater language shift. However, urbanization is not always 

connected to a greater degree of language shift:  

 

Thus, whereas small rural groups may have been more successful in establishing 

relatively self-contained communities which reveal language maintenance through the 

preservation of traditional interaction patterns and social structures, urban groups, 

exposed to interaction in more fragmented and specialized networks, may reveal more 

conscious, organized and novel attempts to preserve or revive or change their 

traditional language.ҳ (Fishman 1964: 53) 

 

Despite this reservation, it is clear that Ҳ[t]he urban environment does facilitate change.ҳ (Fishman 

1964: 53) It is therefore an empirical question whether the urbanization in Suriname has really 

driven language shift, although there are many suggestions that it has. Thus, Surinamese Javanese 

seems to show evidence of maintenance as well as shift, which will be described more elaborately 

in Chapter 2. 
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1.3.5 Borrowing  and code-switching  

In a situation of multilingualism such as with a heritage language, one of the very direct visible 

effects is the use of borrowings and code-switching. Code-switching can be defined as Ҳthe use of 

two languages at the same time in one situationҳ (Appel & Muysken 2005: 27). Intensive code-

switching is usually found with speakers who are very fluent in all languages, such as only the fully 

bilingual Puerto Rican speakers in Poplack (1980). Functions of code-switching can be referential 

(when no equivalent is available in the other language), directive (involving specific participants 

or interlocutors), expressive (emphasizing a mixed identity), phatic (marking a change in tone), 

metalinguistic (comment on the languages involved), or poetic (puns, jokes) (Poplack 1980; Appel 

& Muysken 2005).  

Code-switching can be studied from different perspectives. For example, one can look at the 

types of code-switching. This has been done often on the basis of the place where code-switching 

occurs: either at the edge or periphery of the clause (e.g. with exclamations or discourse markers), 

called emblematic or tag-switching; between sentences, called inter-sentential switching; or 

within a sentence, called intra-sentential switching or code-mixing (Appel & Muysken 2005: 118). 

Another classification can be made by looking not at the position of the switch, but at the 

grammatical structure of the code-switches themselves: one can for example distinguish between 

insertion, alternation and congruent lexicalization (Muysken 2000). Insertion is the case when a 

single constituent from language B is inserted into a structure from language A (үmatrix languageҰ). 

When it concerns a single word, also called a үnonce borrowingҰ, it can be difficult to distinguish 

from integrated borrowings, elements from language B which have in fact become part of the 

linguistic system of language A. This difference can be made by comparing usage frequencies in 

large-scale corpora (Yakpo & Muysken 2014: 106). This has been done for example by Poplack, 

Sankoff & Miller (1988: 55), who looked at the frequency across speakers, where an item which 

was not frequent within any speaker was considered a nonce borrowing/code-switch. Alternation 

occurs when a constituent from language B follows a constituent from language A, and vice versa. 

In this case there is not one clear matrix language. Congruent lexicalization is argued by Muysken 

(2000) to be found in cases where language A and B share structural patterns and 

constituents/words are inserted more or less randomly in this shared structure. In this case, it is 

often not possible to ascribe constituents to one of the languages. This is more common in 

languages which are typologically similar (e.g. in the mixing of national languages and dialects). 

The three types are not mutually exclusive, but one type is usually dominant within one speaker 

or conversation. 

Another type of approach involves the study of structural constraints: where and how can 

code-switching occur? Regarding the possible position in the sentence, one of the hypotheses is 

that it should be at a place where the word order in both languages is the same (linearity) and 

between items which are not dependent on each other, such as an article and noun (dependency) 

(Appel & Muysken 2005: 123). In practice however, these constraints are not absolute, since there 
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are always counterexamples. Related to this is the idea of үtriggeringҰ, where items which are 

ambiguous (e.g. bilingual homophones or proper names) can trigger a switch to the other language 

(Clyne 1967). 

The study of social constraints then explores the reasons why speakers switch, and whether 

there are for example relations to the topic of conversation, the interlocutors, and the attitudes 

towards the different languages. This approach is particularly relevant in the case of Surinamese 

Javanese, since the switch language can often be related to the speakers and interlocutors, and 

related to for example gender and age. Code-switching in Surinamese Javanese will be discussed 

in section 2.7 and Chapter 9. 

 

1.3.6 Leveling/koin eization  

In immigration contexts such as that of the Surinamese Javanese, speakers often come from 

different regions, and thus speak different dialects. When these dialects come into daily and close 

contact with each other in the country of arrival, a process called үlevelingҰ or үkoineizationҰ can 

take place. This dialect contact, or neutralization of regional differences, is related to the relative 

compactness of the new geographical area (Kerswill 2003: 212), which makes it impossible for 

speakers to organize themselves according to their dialectal origin and therefore necessary for 

them to interact and communicate with each other. This was certainly the case in Suriname, where 

speakers from different parts of Java were housed together on the plantations. For more detail on 

the origin of the speakers and their varieties, see section 2.2.3.3. 

The word koineization comes from koiné, a term originally used to denote the variety of 

Greek that was used as the lingua franca of the whole eastern Mediterranean (Siegel 1985: 358). 

This original koiné Ҳcomprised features of several regional varietiesҳ but was Ҳreduced and 

simplified in comparisonҳ (Siegel 1985: 358). Nowadays, the term koiné is used in two ways: a 

regional koiné refers to a regional lingua franca or the standard, e.g. High German or Literary 

Italian, to which several dialects have contributed; an immigrant koiné refers to a displaced variety, 

Ҳthe language that developed as a result of several dialects being transported to a new 

environmentҳ, e.g. Italian American (based on different Italian dialects) or in the case of Suriname, 

Sarnami (the language spoken by descendants of contract laborers from British India, based on 

different Bhojpuri dialects) (Siegel 1985: 359). It can be defined as Ҳthe stabilized result of mixing 

of linguistic subsystems such as regional or literary dialectsҳ (Siegel 1985: 363). Marhé (1985, cited 

in Yakpo et al. 2015) claims that there is dialectal variation in Sarnami, similar to the Bhojpuri 

dialectal variation, but Yakpo et al. (2015: 179) show that many speakers use these supposedly 

regional characteristics interchangeably within the same text, and that it is the result of 

koineization. 

One of the characteristics of koinés formed in an immigrant community is that they have 

become the mother tongue of their speakers, whereas this is not necessarily the case with a koiné 

used as standard language or lingua franca (Gambhir 1981: 183 in Siegel 1985: 362). Most authors 
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agree that the definition of a koiné should comprise that it has features of several dialects/varieties, 

but the simplification/reduction which was a characteristic of the original koiné does not 

necessarily form a part of it: in fact, a nativized koiné as often found in immigrant communities 

can even be Ҳelaborate in terms of stylistic and social variationҳ (Gambhir 1981: 183 in Siegel 1985: 

363). One of the processes operating in the formation of a koiné or new-dialect formation is mutual 

accommodation (Kerswill 2002: 200), which has as its prerequisites typological proximity and 

mutual intelligibility (Yakpo & Muysken 2017: 15). 

In this thesis, koineization will play a role in Chapter 3, the comparative grammar of 

Javanese, where I show that the grammar of Surinamese Javanese shows signs of being a mix of 

different Javanese dialects. 

 

1.4 Principles and constraints 

Given these broader scenarios and processes, I will now discuss the constraints that these processes 

are specified by, and that play a role in hypothesizing about the type, direction and amount of 

language change. These can be subdivided into 1) the language-internal constraints, such as 

transparency and saliency; 2) language-external constraints of length and intensity of contact and 

social variables such as power relations; and 3) cognitive constraints, localized in the speakersҰ 

minds, notably entrenchment. Especially the language-external factors of length/intensity of 

contact and social factors have been little studied in the context of heritage languages. 

 

1.4.1 Language-internal constraints  

The characteristics of the language features under study can have a decisive impact on the direction 

and amount of change that occurs. One of these linguistic features is transparency. Transparency 

refers to Ҳa one-to-one correspondence between units of expression and units of formҳ (Langacker 

1977:110) or, more simply, Ҳa one-to-one relation between meaning and formҳ (Leufkens 2015: 

2). As one of the factors determining difficulty, it has been linked to the survival of features among 

heritage speakers, i.e. the more transparent, the more likely features are to survive (OҰGrady et al. 

2011). Transparency has also been referred to as isomorphy, regularity, iconicity or simplicity, and 

is to be opposed to optionality and ambiguity. Forms that are not transparent are also called opaque 

or indeterminate. An example of a non-transparent feature is case marking in Korean, because it 

depends on many non-overt features (e.g. animacy) and is therefore more vulnerable in heritage 

speakers (OҰGrady et al. 2011: 228). 

Transparency has been recognized as a predictor for the direction of linguistic change by 

Langacker (1977) and Lightfoot (1979), and as an explaining factor in the formation of creoles by 

Seuren & Wekker (1986). Transparent features are expected to be favored in a situation where 

mutual intelligibility might be threatened, such as in L1 and L2 acquisition, but also during 

language contact and thus in the heritage context (Slobin 1977). This can be related to the 

үlearnabilityҰ of transparent features.  
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Next to transparency, the principles of saliency and markedness play a role in the probability 

of surviving linguistic change, as they are related to entrenchment (see 1.4.3). Saliency refers to 

the degree of perceptual optimality of a feature, which is defined as the adequacy of overt forms 

Ҳto convey the desired information to the listenerҳ (Langacker 1977: 105) and has also been linked 

to the survival of linguistic features in heritage speakers (OҰGrady et al. 2011). I would argue that 

this is because a higher degree of perceptual optimality goes hand-in-hand with higher 

intelligibility, which is under pressure in these situations, as mentioned above. 

Markedness on the other hand refers to some degree of үrarityҰ in the typological sense: it 

refers to features which are cross-linguistically rare or infrequent. The general claim is that the 

more marked a feature is, the less learnable it is. In heritage contexts, marked (dialectal) forms 

tend to be avoided, if heritage speakers do not share the same social and geographical background, 

as in the case of leveling/koineization (Aalberse & Muysken 2013: 9). In internally motivated 

linguistic change, the direction is usually that a marked structure (e.g. SOV order in an otherwise 

SVO language) becomes more frequent and thereby less marked (Thomason & Kaufman 1991: 

22). In language change through shift, marked features in the target language (to which the 

speakers shift) are less likely to surface in the contact variety, since they are harder to learn 

(Thomason 2001: 76). This plays a role especially in creole genesis, which will have less marked 

features than other languages. An example is the fact that in most creoles, syllables have CV-

structure, which is typologically the least marked or most frequent syllable type (Thomason 2001: 

169). 

In this thesis, transparency and saliency play a role in Chapter 8 on voice. 

 

1.4.2 Language-external constraints 

Other predicting features of the direction and amount of change are located outside of language. 

An example is the length and intensity of contact. The influence of length of contact entails that 

the greater the time-depth, the greater the likelihood of change. As for intensity of contact, the 

more intense the contact between languages, the greater the likelihood of structural interference 

(Poplack & Levey 2010: 399), because of more extensive bilingualism The two factors may be 

linked: the deeper the time-depth, often the more intense the contact will be. Social factors 

determining the intensity of contact and thus the likelihood of interference are the number of 

speakers (the smaller the recipient language, the more it will be influenced by the donor language) 

and the socio-economic pressure (the more socio-economic dominance of the donor language, the 

more influence the recipient language will undergo) (Thomason 2001: 66). 

These factors have not been studied in much detail in the context of heritage languages, since 

the situations often offer little comparability. Suriname however, offers the ideal research 

environment for studying exactly these factors, since there are not one but two contact languages, 

with different degrees of contact intensity and length, as is described in Chapter 2. Contact with 

Sranantongo started earlier and was more intense in the beginning, while contact with Dutch 
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started later. In terms of intensity, contact with Dutch seems to be on an equal level nowadays. 

These factors therefore play an important role in this study, and in this study I will try to 

differentiate the influence of both languages as much as possible. In short, more (structural) 

interference is expected from Sranantongo because of the longer contact, as will be argued in 

Chapters 6 on multi-verb constructions and 7 on transfer events. Influence from Dutch is expected 

to be more limited to borrowing and code-switching because of the shorter time depth, as will be 

shown in Chapter 9. 

Social factors determining the outcome of contact include attitudes towards languages, 

language prestige and power relations between the speakers of different languages. They are 

related to the intensity of contact as described above. Attitudes towards languages develop from 

attitudes towards a certain ethnic or social group, which are then equated to their language, and 

subsequently generalized over all the speakers of that language (Appel & Muysken 2005: 16). The 

more positive the attitude towards a language, the more likely that it will remain to be spoken. 

This is often related to power relations and prestige: the more powerful and/or dominant the 

speakers, the more prestigious a language or variety is and the more positive the attitudes towards 

that language. Note that being powerful does not necessarily entail being dominant in terms of 

number of speakers: a language can be powerful but have less speakers, and thus be less dominant 

in the society at large. Minority languages, which are often not standardized and/or modernized, 

usually have low prestige, although their speakers do not necessarily have a merely negative 

attitude towards them (Appel & Muysken 2005: 34). 

In Suriname, these social factors play an important role; Dutch is usually seen as the more 

prestigious language (since it is used in education) in comparison to Sranantongo. Speakers will 

therefore sometimes intend to not mix with Sranantongo, or try to appear as monolingual in 

Dutch as possible in research contexts (Yakpo & Muysken 389). This may lead to researchers 

underestimating influences from Sranan onto the other languages (such as Surinamese Javanese), 

even if it is obviously an important, widely spoken language. Prestige and power relations also 

played an important role in the position of Surinamese Javanese, especially vis-à-vis Dutch: since 

Dutch was seen as the language of development and power, Surinamese Javanese has been 

stigmatized and became less used as a language of socialization, a point I will elaborate on in 

Chapter 2. This has certainly contributed to the decline in the number of speakers, and to the 

promotion of shift and thereby more language contact. 

 

1.4.3 Cognitive constraints 

Besides these language-internal and external factors, there are also factors which are somewhat in 

between, at the level of the speakerҰs mind. One important notion predicting the survival or 

appearance of a linguistic feature is entrenchment. Entrenchment refers to Ҳthe degree to which 

the formation and activation of a cognitive unit is routinized and automatedҳ (Schmid 2012: 119). 

The cognitive unit refers to a linguistic unit, be it a word or a construction or linguistic schema. 
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This notion assumes a more pattern driven approach to language than for example generative 

approaches.  

The level of entrenchment increases with frequency of encountering (not of the unit per se, 

but of the unit with that specific meaning) and recency of encountering. Entrenchment is an 

important factor in contact-induced change, since structures that a speaker encounters in the 

contact language(s), will become more entrenched and subsequently have a higher probability of 

surfacing in the heritage language. In this way, it makes positive predictions about language change: 

it predicts the phenomena that will stay or appear in heritage languages. It has been used to explain 

the preference for finite subordination in Dutch heritage speakers of Turkish (Onar Valk & Backus 

2013) and for progressive construction in Dutch heritage speakers of Spanish (Irizarri van 

Suchtelen 2016). In this thesis, entrenchment plays a role in the restructuring of motion event 

descriptions in Chapter 6 on multi-verb motion constructions. 

 

1.5 Effects of language contact 

Given these different principles and constraints, I will now briefly discuss the concrete types of 

outcomes or effects of language contact, starting with reduction/loss/simplification, convergence 

to the contact language, consolidation and reanalysis. Finally I will discuss another important 

distinction between types of change, which is between changes of matter and changes in pattern. 

 

1.5.1 Reduction/ loss and simplification 

One of the ways in which contact-induced change can manifest itself is in the form of reduction 

in frequency or even the loss of a linguistic feature, which is a type of simplification. Simplification 

can be defined as a case where the multilingual or heritage variety shows Ҳin some way less 

specificity in at least one of the monolingual [baseline] varietiesҳ (Alferink 2015: 16). It is often 

related to transparency, since it is usually the non-transparent features that are the most vulnerable 

to reduction or loss, explained by the fact that they are harder to learn (section 1.4.1). The types 

of reduction distinguished by Alferink (2015) are: 1) drop of specificity/convergence of shared 

meaning, 2) less diversity/variability in the baseline languages and 3) overextension of 

grammatical features, following the pattern of the dominant language. 

One type of simplification or loss due to cross-linguistic influence, which would also fall 

under the category of convergence, is when the absence of a certain feature in the dominant 

language is transferred into heritage language, such as the absence of differential object marking 

in English into heritage Spanish (Montrul 2010). Other examples of features that are often 

simplified or reduced in heritage contexts are case marking (OҰGrady et al. 2011 for Korean; 

Polinsky 2006 for Russian) and gender marking (Polinsky 2008). 

Simplification in Surinamese Javanese will be described in Chapter 5 on locative 

constructions and Chapter 8 on voice. 
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1.5.2 Convergence 

Convergence can be defined as the increase of Ҳ(partial) similarities at the expense of differences 

between the languages in contactҳ (Weinreich 1954 in Yakpo et al. 2015: 165). I consider 

convergence to be the result of cross-linguistic influence rather than as the process itself. The more 

narrow definition of linguistic convergence, which Yakpo et al. apply in their analysis, is Ҳthe 

adaptation of an element in language A to match the scope and distribution of an element of 

language B that is perceived to be its functional equivalentҳ (Yakpo et al. 2015: 165). This 

phenomenon, where bilinguals copy the distribution or frequency from one language to the other, 

has also been referred to as Ҳfrequential copyingҳ (Johanson 2002). This frequential copying usually 

entails overgeneralization of a minor pattern in the affected language (Ҳan element in language 

Aҳ), to imitate the distribution of a similar construction (Ҳfunctional equivalentҳ) in the dominant 

language.  

In this thesis, Chapter 5, Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 will describe frequential convergence in 

the areas of locative constructions, transfer events and motion events. 

 

1.5.3 Stability/consolidation  

Apart from changing, it is also possible that a linguistic feature remains stable or even gets 

consolidated because of language contact. Stability refers to the situation where a feature that is 

characteristic of both the homeland and heritage variety, is retained in the heritage language 

(Aalberse & Moro 2014: 141). In case of consolidation, a linguistic structure which is already 

present in the heritage language is reinforced by similar structures in the contact language. This 

might for example result in a higher frequency of an originally less frequent and more marked 

structure. Examples from the Surinamese context are the use of prepositions at the cost of 

postpositions in Sranantongo, and the consolidation of the continuative construction in Sarnami, 

both under the influence of Dutch (Yakpo et al. 2015; Borges et al. 2014). Stability, which is the 

case when the frequency of a structure remains stable, will be discussed in Chapter 8 on voice. 

 

1.5.4 Reanalysis 

A further type of change occurs when a grammatical element in the heritage language is analyzed 

differently by heritage speakers: reanalysis. It can be defined as Ҳa mechanism which changes the 

underlying structure of a syntactic pattern and which does not involve any immediate or intrinsic 

modification of its surface manifestationҳ (Harris & Campbell 1995: 61). Reanalysis can result in 

both complexification and simplification of the linguistic feature in the heritage language. In the 

case of reanalysis, the material is provided by the heritage language and the structure by the 

dominant language, since there is no Ҳimmediate or intrinsic modification of [the] surface 

manifestationҳ. The outcome of reanalysis is also referred to as contact-induced 

grammaticalization. An example in the Surinamese context is the reanalysis of Sranan ini үinsideҰ 

as a preposition instead of a noun, in parallel with its cognate in in Dutch (Yakpo et al. 2015).  
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Heine & Kuteva (2005: 80) distinguish the following stages in grammatical reanalysis: 

semantic extension (to new contexts), desemanticization/semantic bleaching (loss of meaning), 

decategorialization (loss of characteristic morpho-syntactic properties) and erosion/phonetic 

reduction. Moro (2016: 19) adds obligatorification as a final stage: the increase in frequency of a 

form. Heine & Kuteva assume that in order to observe contact-induced grammaticalization, a 

considerable time depth is needed, although some cases of contact-induced complexification have 

been observed in more short-term heritage settings. Examples are the use of the verb yapmak үdoҰ 

in Dutch Turkish on the model of Dutch (Backus et al. 2011), and the use of the existential verb 

ada as a present tense marker in Dutch Ambon Malay (Moro 2016). Reanalysis can also go the 

other way around, from the heritage language into the dominant language: it has been observed 

that Turkish speakers of German use evidentiality markers in their German (Treffers-Daller, cited 

in Aalberse & Muysken 2013: 10) 

In this thesis, Chapter 6 on motion serial verbs involves a type of reanalysis (semantic 

extension of V2 lunga, used with a wider range of V1s). 

 

1.5.5 Matter vs. pattern change 

In identifying and classifying contact-induced changes, it is important to distinguish between 

changes or borrowing of matter and changes or borrowing of patterns. Matras and Sakel (2007) 

distinguish between these two types: matter borrowing or change refers to the replication of 

Ҳmorphological material and phonological shapeҳ, whereas pattern borrowing or change involves 

only replication of Ҳthe organization, distribution and mapping of grammatical or semantic 

meaningҳ without the phonological form of the source language. Matter borrowing, which is often 

equated with borrowing in general, is described in 1.3.5. 

Pattern change is also linked to phenomena authors have referred to as Ҳcalquingҳ, 

Ҳmetatypyҳ, Ҳgrammatical replicationҳ, Ҳrule borrowingҳ or Ҳrelexificationҳ (Yakpo & Muysken 

2014). Pattern replication is closely related to contact-induced grammaticalization, since this is 

usually closely modeled on the contact language grammar. However, not all pattern replication is 

contact-induced grammaticalization (it can be nonce borrowing) and not all grammaticalization 

is pattern borrowing (it can occur independent of the contact language). Pattern change plays a 

role in Chapter 6 on multi-verb motion constructions and Chapter 7 on transfer events in this 

thesis. 

 

1.6 Explanatory hypotheses 

In this section, I will give an overview of the most relevant linguistic working hypotheses on the 

interaction between contact scenarios, constraints and outcomes in a heritage context. Which 

properties of the linguistic systems are responsible for the precise type of change encountered? I 

will make use of three hypotheses: the Interface hypothesis, the Vulnerability or Alternation 

hypothesis and the Explicitness hypothesis. 
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1.6.1 Interface hypothesis 

One of the explanations for changes in heritage languages, assuming a generative model of 

language, has been the idea that phenomena that are at the interface of different components of 

language, such as pragmatics and syntax, are especially vulnerable to change in a contact situation 

(e.g. Sorace et al. 2009; Sorace 2011).  

This hypothesis has been criticized for lack of delimitation: the most important notion of the 

hypothesis, the notion of үinterfaceҰ itself, is not defined a priori. In this way, the hypothesis can 

be considered to be formulated in a circular manner, since it is built upon the phenomena that are 

observed and that it wants to explain. The problem with defining an interface, is that almost every 

aspect of language can be said to pertain to multiple үinterfacesҰ (Montrul 2011: 592). Because of 

the generative assumptions of this model, it might seem incompatible with the notion of 

entrenchment, which assumes a more cognitive model. However, I see these two as 

complementary: whereas the Interface hypothesis formulates үnegativeҰ expectations about what is 

difficult for heritage speakers, and what might disappear or be reduced; the notion of 

entrenchment makes үpositiveҰ predictions, about the features that might appear or become more 

frequent in the heritage language. 

The Interface hypothesis plays a role in Chapter 8. 

 

1.6.2 Alternation and Vulnerability  hypothesis 

These hypotheses assume that in the cases of variability in the heritage language, bi- or 

multilingual speakers will be more likely to select that construction in their heritage language 

which is also present in the dominant language. Variable constructions are therefore more 

vulnerable to change, which is mostly observed as a change in frequency, with an increase in 

frequency of the construction which is shared by both languages.  

The Alternation hypothesis was first formulated by Jansen et al. (1981) in the context of L2 

acquisition, to describe the patterns found in the Dutch of Turkish and Moroccan immigrants: 

Ҳwhen the target language offers an alternation between two patterns [ҹ], a second language 

learner will tend to overgeneralize the pattern existing in his or her first languageҳ (Jansen et al. 

1981: 315). In this study, this involved word order: Dutch allows both verb final and verb second 

order, but the preference of the immigrant speakers differed depending on their mother tongue: 

Turkish speakers will prefer verb final order, whereas Moroccan speakers will prefer verb second 

order. Thus, the cross-linguistic influence will depend on the overlap that is already present 

between the languages in contact. 

The Vulnerability hypothesis focuses on heritage languages, and claims that there is a 

continuum of constructions from categorical to variable, and that Ҳthose distributions in the 

variable end of the continuum will be subject to cross-linguistic influence, whereas those that are 

on the categorical end of the continuum will notҳ (de Prada Pérez 2018: 3). The reason behind this 
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is related to learnability: variable phenomena are harder to acquire, and therefore more vulnerable 

to cross-linguistic influence. 

An example of change in frequency because of variability is the preference for or 

overgeneralization of finite subordinate clauses in Dutch Turkish, since this construction is also 

found in Dutch (Onar Valk & Backus 2013). Other examples explained by variability or alternation 

is the case of resultative constructions in Dutch Ambon Malay (Moro 2016), or subject expression 

in Spanish (de Prada Pérez 2018). 

The Vulnerability/Alternation hypothesis plays a role in Chapter 5, 7 and 8. 

 

1.6.3 Explicitness hypothesis 

One of the things which is under pressure in a contact situation, is intelligibility. The linguistic 

insecurity of the speakers, which leads to fear of not being understood correctly, results in the need 

for explicitness. The Explicitness hypothesis predicts that Ҳ[heritage] speakers will tend to select 

structures from the [heritage language] in their production which convey the intended meaning 

explicitlyҳ (Aalberse & Muysken 2013: 16). It was observed by Polinsky (2012) that heritage 

speakers үhave trouble with unmarked or minimally marked formsҰ, i.e. absence of overt marking 

or perceptual salience. This is the case for example in heritage speakers of Russian, who use more 

overt nominals and full lexemes in place of a null copy in reference tracking (Polinsky 2006). 

In this thesis, Chapter 8 on voice will show that heritage speakers produce more overt 

subjects, which is explained by the need for explicitness. 

 

1.7 Summary and overview 

In this chapter, I have discussed the relevant processes, principles and outcomes involved in 

language contact and change, as well as working hypotheses that will be used in this thesis to 

describe and explain the phenomena observed in Surinamese Javanese. As for the processes, the 

overarching scenario is the heritage language scenario, which may involve processes of cross-

linguistic influence, specific acquisition effects, shift and maintenance, borrowing and code-

switching and koineization. The principles constraining these processes can be linguistic, i.e. 

transparency and saliency of linguistic elements; social or external, such as length and intensity of 

contact and individual speaker factors (age, network, place of origin), as well as cognitive, i.e. 

entrenchment of certain linguistic items or schemas. The effects of these processes, constrained 

by the principles, can surface as reduction/loss, convergence to the contact language, consolidation 

or reanalysis. They can take the form of matter or pattern change. The working hypotheses used 

in this book to explain the contact phenomena are the Interface hypothesis, which assumes 

elements acting at different interfaces or levels of language to be more problematic for heritage 

speakers; the Alternation or Vulnerability hypothesis, which assumes variable phenomena to be 

more vulnerable to change; and the Explicitness Hypothesis, which assumes heritage speakers to 
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adhere to the principle of explicitness. Table 1.1 presents the observations made above in a more 

systematic manner, relating them to the different chapters of this thesis. 

 

Table 1.1: Overview of contact effects and hypotheses in this thesis. 

Levels Effect Hypotheses/constraints Chapter 

Morphology Simplification Vulnerability/alternation Transfer events (7) 

Syntax Pattern change  Multi -verb motion (6) 

 Simplification  Locative constructions (5) 

 Convergence Vulnerability/alternation Locative constructions (5) 

Transfer events (7) 

 Contact-induced 

grammaticalization 

 Multi -verb motion (6) 

 Simplification Explicitness hypothesis Voice (8) 

Pragmatics Pattern change Interface hypothesis Voice (8) 

 Stability Saliency 

Transparency 

Voice (8) 

 

1.8 Guide to the book 

The following chapters of this book can be divided into two main parts: background information 

in Chapter 2 to Chapter 4 and case studies in Chapter 5 to Chapter 8. The background starts with 

an overview of the history of the Javanese in Suriname in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 describes the 

grammar of Javanese, and how Surinamese Javanese fits within the Javanese varieties. Chapter 4 

is an overview of the methodology for all the case studies of this book. 

Chapter 5 to Chapter 8 are then dedicated to several case studies of Surinamese Javanese. 

They all make use of one theoretical framework, laid out in this chapter, and the same 

methodology and data set, described in Chapter 4. The reader will find some overlap between the 

different chapters, which will facilitate separate reading of the chapters. The four linguistic topics 

have been selected to illustrate a wide range of linguistic domains, which have hardly been studied 

for Surinamese Javanese: morphology (voice and transfer events), syntax (locative constructions, 

multi-verb motion constructions, transfer events and voice) and pragmatics (voice), but also code-

switching (concluding chapter). The results will be mostly analyzed quantitatively, with the use of 

statistic methods where applicable. 

Chapter 5 examines locative constructions in Surinamese and Indonesian Javanese. Javanese 

has the possibility of using a simple construction (consisting of a general preposition + Ground) 

or a complex construction, in which the position is specified by a noun (general preposition + 

prepositional noun + Ground) to express spatial relations. This chapter shows that whereas 

Indonesian Javanese baseline speakers have a preference for complex constructions, the 

Surinamese Javanese heritage speakers use simple constructions more frequently. This change is 

classified as a case of simplification, which is a common type of change among heritage speakers. 
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The overgeneralization of the general preposition nang is explained by the fact that the general 

preposition nang is widely applicable and functionally and phonetically equivalent to Sranantongo 

na. The loss of the prepositional noun is seen as a result of the fact that it has no equivalent in 

either of the contact languages, as well as that every type of spatial configuration requires its own 

prepositional noun, which makes it complex to acquire for heritage speakers. It is shown that the 

individual speaker variables age, generation, place of residence and network play a role in 

explaining the usage of simple versus complex locative constructions in Surinamese Javanese. The 

simple constructions are used more frequently by speakers who are younger, of a younger 

generation, living in the urban area or have a less Javanese-speaking network. This confirms the 

idea that (the amount of) language contact plays a decisive role in this linguistic change. Since the 

difference is already visible among older speakers (i.e. speakers who are assumed to have had less 

language contact overall), it is assumed that it is change that has been going on for a longer time, 

probably under influence of Sranantongo. 

Chapter 6 focuses on multi-verb motion constructions in Surinamese Javanese, i.e. 

constructions which express үdirection awayҰ, expressed by V2 lunga үgo awayҰ. The study shows 

that these constructions are both more frequent as well as used with more different V1s in 

Surinamese Javanese than in Indonesian Javanese. The frequency change is a pattern change, a 

result of cross-linguistic transfer from Sranantongo, in which multi-verb constructions to express 

үdirection awayҰ are very frequent. The extension of the usage contexts to more V1s is a form of 

semantic extension, the first stage of contact-induced grammaticalization. This is caused by 

entrenchment of the schema motion verb + away, which exists in both Dutch and Sranantongo. 

The meaning of the constructions is also different: whereas the directional element in Indonesian 

Javanese never refers to the causee alone, this is frequently the case in Surinamese Javanese. 

Finally, some preliminary observations are made with respect to the possible development of a 

parallel construction expressing үdirection towardsҰ with V2 teka үcomeҰ, modeled on the 

Sranantongo multi-verb constructions with V2 kon үcomeҰ. 

Chapter 7 is a study of the expression of transfer events in Indonesian and Surinamese 

Javanese. Indonesian Javanese has an alternation between Directional Object constructions (DO, 

the man gives the woman the book) and Prepositional Object constructions (PO, the man gives the book 

to the woman) to express transfer events. In Indonesian Javanese, speakers prefer PO constructions. 

It is shown that in Surinamese Javanese, there is a change both in terms of frequency as in 

morphology. In terms of frequency distribution, the Surinamese Javanese have higher frequencies 

of DO, Two Predicate constructions and undergoer voice constructions. The increased usage of 

DO and Two Predicate constructions is explained as a result of both the variability in the baseline, 

which makes a phenomenon harder for heritage speakers, as well as direct cross-linguistic transfer 

from Sranantongo, in which these constructions are also frequent, as is shown in the data. The 

increased frequency of undergoer voice constructions can be explained by its formal simplicity and 

high frequency in the input, and is thus related to the specific acquisition path of heritage speakers. 
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In terms of morphology, Surinamese Javanese speakers overgeneralize suffix -i, where -ké would 

be more appropriate. This is explained by the fact that there is variability in the baseline, which 

makes speakers prone to overgeneralize one of the suffixes. Suffix -i is the most likely candidate 

because it is associated with the widest range of meanings, whereas -ké is more marginal. 

Chapter 8 is an exploration of the use of voice in Surinamese Javanese and Indonesian 

Javanese. It focuses on three aspects: frequency of actor and undergoer voice and its relation to 

discourse factors (i.e. givenness of arguments), morphology and the use of overt subjects. The 

results show that Surinamese Javanese speakers diverge from Indonesian speakers on all these 

aspects. Overall, the frequencies of actor and undergoer voice are the same in both groups, but 

Surinamese Javanese are less sensitive to the discourse factor үgivennessҰ, meaning that they score 

closer to the mean. There is also an effect of age: younger speakers in the Surinamese Javanese 

group tend to use more actor voice clauses. Surinamese Javanese speakers also use more zero-

affixation, and are less variable in their use of suffixes, meaning that they use less different variants 

both as a group and individually. The general undergoer voice prefix di- is overgeneralized at the 

cost of accidental passive marker ke- in Surinamese Javanese. In terms of subject expression, 

Surinamese Javanese speakers have a tendency to express the subject, whereas Indonesian Javanese 

speakers prefer subject ellipsis. A correlation analysis shows that most of these variables are 

related: speakers who use more A-clauses also use less prefixation and suffixation, meaning that 

there is a new type of speaker emerging. 

Finally, Chapter 9 is dedicated to the summary of the findings of the previous chapters, and 

relating them to each other as well as to other factors. Measures for linguistic fluency and measures 

of code-switching are also taken into account, as well as speaker related factors. The results show 

that there is a relationship between fluency measures on the one hand, and measures of code-

switching on the other, meaning that speakers who are less fluent also code-switch more. A cluster 

analysis shows that the speakers of Javanese can be divided roughly into Surinamese and 

Indonesian speakers on the basis of the linguistic variables Simple locative, Multi-verb motion, DO 

construction, A-clause, Zero prefixation, Zero suffixation and Subject expression. Most of these linguistic 

variables show some correlation to the code-switch measures, in which the measure for code-

switching to Dutch is the most strongly correlated. Of the speaker related factors, Age, Generation 

and Network are the best predictors of language change. The chapter ends with directions for 

further research.



 

2. The Javanese community in Suriname: history and 
sociolinguistic profile  
 
2.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a concise overview of the sociolinguistic situation of the Javanese population 

of Suriname, and highlights issues that are important for understanding the development and 

current situation of the language. As the sociolinguistic profile is mostly based on my personal 

experiences with the community during my fieldwork trips, complemented with literature, it by 

no means pretends to give a complete sociolinguistic description of the Surinamese Javanese 

population. I start this chapter with an historical overview, which is structured chronologically, 

in 2.2 with a summary in 2.3. Section 2.4 is dedicated to the most notable observations that I made 

during my fieldwork, between 2014 and 2018 (for a full description of the methodology, see 

Chapter 4). Then section 2.5 gives an overview of the contact that Javanese had with Sranantongo, 

and 2.6 does the same for Dutch. Section 2.7 presents findings on borrowings and code-switching. 

Finally, section 2.8 gives the overview and summary. 

 

2.2 Historical overview 

This historical overview will focus mainly on the events relevant for the Surinamese Javanese 

community, and will touch only lightly upon the general history of Suriname. Fascinating as it is, 

it has been described more thoroughly in many other publications, to which the interested reader 

is referred. I have divided the historical overview into four periods relevant to my own account, 

for which motivations will be given in the relevant sections. I start with a short description of the 

Surinamese situation before the beginning of Javanese indentured labor in section 2.2.1. Then 

section 2.2.2 gives a description of the largest part of the indentured labor period, from 1890 to 

1933, which marked a shift in colonial policy in this period towards maintaining heritage cultures. 

The period from 1933 to 1945, the end of WWII, is covered in section 2.2.3. Section 2.2.4 is 

concerned with describing the period from 1945 up until the Independence in 1975, and finally 

section 2.2.5 explores the most important developments in the period from 1975 up until 2014, 

the beginning of my fieldwork. 

 

2.2.1 1600-1890: Plantation  colony 

The start of European colonization in Suriname was laid in 1650, when an English expedition to 

үthe Guyana coastҰ led by Lord Willoughby landed on the Surinamese coast and settled there. In 

1667, Suriname was taken over by the Dutch and officially traded for New York (Nieuw-

Amsterdam). Since then, it has been part of the Dutch state, with only a short interruption between 

1804 and 1816, when the English regained control (van Lier 1977: 15). The English influence in 

the beginning is still notable in the Surinamese linguistic landscape: although English did not 

remain the principal language of the colony, the present vocabulary of Sranantongo, the creole 
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developed on the plantations, is estimated to have around 75% of its lexicon derived from English, 

similar to other Surinamese creoles such as Saamaka and Ndyuka (Borges 2014: 15). Surinames 

geographical location is shown in Figure 2.1. 

Under the colonial regime, the main source of revenue in Suriname was the production of 

coffee, sugar and other plantation products. The workers on these plantations were enslaved 

Africans, most of whom originated from West Africa, and their descendants (for a full overview 

of the origins of the slaves see Borges 2014: 18Ҭ22). The lingua franca on the plantations was 

Sranantongo, an English-lexifier creole developed as a means of communication from as early as 

the mid-seventeenth century. After the abolition of slavery in the Dutch colonies in 1863, there 

was still a ten year period of ƨState supervisionҰ (Staatstoezicht), in which most of the former slaves 

had to continue to work on the plantations. Eventually, in 1873, when they were finally set free, 

the majority decided to leave the plantations, and so the main basis of Surinamese economic 

development was threatened. Since most of the surrounding regions had already abolished slavery 

by the mid-19th century, the Dutch had anticipated on the lack of workers and had started 

transporting indentured laborers from China in 1853. This took place only on a very small scale, 

however (van Lier 1977: 135). Since this immigration was soon forbidden by the local 

government, the Dutch turned their attention to British India. Between 1873 and 1916, a total of 

34,304 immigrants from British India were brought into Suriname, of whom 22,681 eventually 

did not return to their former homeland and formed the Surinamese үHindustaniҰ community 

(Hoefte 1998: 63). However, this arrangement was not sufficient for the Dutch government for 

several reasons (Derveld 1982: 24): first of all, the arrangement depended on the relationship 

between the Dutch and British governments, which meant that a continued and stable supply of 

workers could not be guaranteed. Secondly, the immigrants remained British citizens, and in the 

case of a conflict between a contract laborer and an employer, the laborers were always allowed to 

Figure 2.1: The location of Suriname in South America (Source: Wikimedia Commons, Suriname 

in its region, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Suriname_in_its_region.svg). 
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lodge a complaint with the British authorities, who could then overrule the employer. Finally, 

lodging costs and medical expenses were very high, and the British Indian laborers seemed to be 

of a үrebelliousҰ nature, which led to some violent conflicts between 1874 and 1910 (van Lier 1977: 

163). For all of these reasons, the Dutch government shifted focus towards one of its own colonies; 

Indonesia. Its main island, Java, was overpopulated, and so the transfer of Javanese laborers to 

Suriname might cut both ways for the colonial government. 

 

2.2.2 1890-1933: Javanese immigration 

Between 1890 and 1939, a total of 32,962 Javanese contract laborers were shipped into Suriname 

(Hoefte 1998: 61). They were recruited in Java, by private agents, and the Dutch government had 

little control over this process. This led to problems and abuses: many Javanese contract laborers 

later declared that they were үtrickedҰ into agreeing to go to Suriname, and that they were promised 

gold, land and women in abundance (Hoefte 1998: 52). Some even claimed the use of magical 

powers and that they were enchanted in order to go to Suriname. All of this shows the 

disappointment of many recruits about life in Suriname, and the stories are often remarkably 

similar to those of British Indians (Hoefte 1998: 52). Even until recent times, these stories were 

still told in the Javanese community (Grasveld & Breunissen 1990: 26).  

The contract signed by the laborers spanned a period of five years, after which in theory they 

would be free to go back to Java. In practice, this did not happen in the majority of cases. After the 

end of the contract, the laborers were offered a 100 guilder subsidy to stay and give up their right 

of return to Java. Even for those who did not accept the subsidy, it was often not possible to return 

to Java, since there was no boat to return with (Grasveld & Breunissen 1990: 49). This was 

probably one of the main reasons why of the contract laborers, only around 7,500 returned to Java 

before the Second World War (Borges 2014: 5). 

With regard to the composition of the group of Javanese contract laborers, it can be said that 

most of them were individuals coming to Suriname without family members, mostly of very young 

age (Waal Malefijt 1963: 87). Quite crucially, the number of men far outnumbered the number of 

women. Perhaps because of the sense of insecurity that was caused by this lack of potential 

biological family members, as well as the long stay in the depots at the place of embarkation 

(Hoefte 1998: 50) and the long journey at sea, the system of jaji developed (from Hindi jahaji 

үshipmateҰ, Hoefte 1998: 242). In this system, people formed very close ties with others who were 

on the same boat, and regarded them as their family members (Waal Malefijt 1963: 87). This was 

expressed by the use of kinship terms, suffixed with jaji (e.g. pak-jaji үfather jajiҰ). 

After arriving in Suriname, the contract laborers were housed on the plantations, usually in 

housing units separate from other ethnic groups. When working on the plantations however they 

did come into contact with other ethnic groups that worked there, such as Creoles (descendants 

of enslaved Africans), (Hakka) Chinese, and British Indian laborers (the common designation in 

Suriname for these immigrants and their descendants is үHindustaniҰ, which is the term I will use 
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to designate this community). The main language of communication between these different 

groups was Sranantongo, and it is very likely that the Javanese also started speaking this language 

very quickly, out of practical necessity (Suparlan 1995: 94; St-Hilaire 2001: 1008). It is difficult to 

say how fluent they were at that time, but observations among the first generation of immigrants 

at a later point in time showed that their command of Sranantongo was probably not very high 

(Vruggink 2001: xxvi). Suparlan (1995: 94) states that the first generation spoke Ҳbrokenҳ 

Sranantongo. Later generations born in Suriname started speaking Sranantongo more and more, 

and Sranantongo was commonly used in conversations among Javanese born in Suriname 

(Suparlan 1995: 95). The acquisition of Dutch was at that time not considered necessary, since it 

was not used in daily activities or during the contact with other groups. When Dutch was used in 

communication with government officials and superiors on the plantations, this was mediated by 

interpreters (Suparlan 1995: 94). 

It is likely that a number of the Sranan loanwords which are nowadays considered nativized 

in Surinamese Javanese (adapted to Javanese phonology and/or used with Javanese morphology) 

already started entering the language in the contract labor period, since many of them are 

connected to the natural habitat or technology and tools, semantic fields which were obviously 

important for the communication on the plantations (Yakpo 2015). 

Compulsory education had been officially introduced in Suriname as early as 1877, for all 

children between age seven and twelve. Education was free of cost and given in Dutch, the official 

language. However, the educational policy was Ҳcharacterized by instabilityҳ, so it was certainly 

not the case that all children went to school (Hellinga 1955: 12). Even if Javanese parents were in 

theory obliged to send their children to school, they were often not actually forced to do so, 

probably because of the fact that Javanese children were being employed on the plantations, which 

was necessary because of poverty (Suparlan 1995: 51). Between 1901 and 1935, the percentage of 

the population that went to school increased from 9.3 to 15.3% (Hellinga 1955: 16). It is not 

entirely clear how these numbers relate to the relative proportion of Javanese going to school, 

although is it is very likely that the percentage was lower, extrapolating the general tendency 

shown in Hellinga (1955). 

As for the language of education, as said this was supposed to be Dutch. Initially, there were 

still some schools led by the Moravians or Roman Catholic mission, the so-called Bushland 

Schools, where education was conducted in Sranantongo (Hellinga 1955: 17). This language was 

however soon banned from educational contexts. Later, there would be some experiments with 

Javanese-language schools (see 2.2.3.3). The ultimate goal of the educational policy at the time was 

that all inhabitants of Suriname, regardless of their origin, language or culture, would receive the 

same education, which would then ideally lead to a shared culture and society. This educational 

policy testifies to the existence of an assimilation policy in the West Indies, as opposed to the East 

Indies colonies of the Netherlands, where more emphasis was placed on the preservation of the 

original culture and language (van Lier 1977: 142). The difference in policy between the two 
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colonies is shown clearly in the following quote from the Minister of Colonies of 1928, according 

to whom the goal of education in Suriname was the following: 

 

Ҳ[ҹ] a different one from that in the Dutch-Indies, in the sense that in the latter 

region retention and development of the own language, habits and customs have 

been a prevailing element in upbringing and education, while in Suriname there 

is a consistent aim at the merging of all races, including the Javanese, into a single 

Dutch linguistic and cultural unity.ҳ7 (van Lier 1977: 143).  

 

This assimilation policy was not only expressed in mandatory Dutch education, but also in the 

application of existing Dutch marital laws upon Javanese and Hindustani immigrants. All of this 

found its explanation in the fact that during that time the region was not perceived as a colony, 

but rather as a үcolony settlementҰ (volksplanting), inherently aiming at the creation of one single 

community (Ismael 1949: 135). However, this policy was about to change radically. 

 

2.2.3 1933-1945: End of indentured labor  

 

2.2.3.1 Settlement patterns 

The assimilation policy described above was by no means commonly accepted, and often heavily 

criticized by members of the Dutch parliament. These members considered the possibility to retain 

their own customs and culture an important right of the Javanese and Hindustani community. 

When governor Kielstra came to lead the colony in 1933, this policy started to change, its first 

step being the recognition of marriages of Hindustanis and Javanese which were conducted 

according to Islamic or Hindu law. The breach with the assimilation policy was further 

demonstrated by the introduction of so-called desas (desa is Javanese for үvillageҰ), the village 

communities. 

These desas or dorpsgemeenten (Dutch for үvillage communitiesҰ) were founded in 1936, 

following the policy and ideology of governor Kielstra. Kielstra believed in a corporatieve staat 

(үcorporative stateҰ), where Ҳby maintaining separation, different ethnic groups would live 

peacefully side by sideҳ8 (Grasveld & Breunissen 1990: 61). The essential point within this plan 

was that the Javanese were to live together, separate from other groups, in their own desa. These 

village communities were organized according to a traditional Javanese structure, and were led by 

                                                                        
7 My translation, original: Ҳeene andere is dan die in Nederlandsch-Indië, in zooverre dat in laatstbedoeld 

gewest behoud en ontwikkeling van eigen taal, zeden en gewoonten een allesbeheerschend element bij 

opvoeding en onderwijs vormt, terwijl in Suriname juist consequent wordt aangestuurd op de samensmelting 

van alle rassen, ook het Javaansche, tot een Nederlandsche taal- en cultuurgemeenschapҳ 
8 My translation, original: Ҳmet instandhouding van apartheid, bevolkingsgroepen vreedzaam naast elkaar 

zouden co-existerenҳ 
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a lurah (village elder). Going beyond encouraging the preservation of the group cultures, the 

governmental policy was aimed at avoiding assimilation between different ethnic groups 

altogether (Berg et al. 1993: 28). The organizational structure was meant to tighten the communal 

bond between the Javanese immigrants, in that way making them feel more at home in Suriname, 

so that they would hopefully settle permanently and contribute to the Surinamese economy as 

small farmers (van Lier 1977: 159). KielstraҰs policy was therefore combined with the immigration 

of farmers from Java in 1939, 990 in total (van Lier 1977: 146; Hoefte 1998: 60). This separate 

development policy has played an important role in the maintenance of the Javanese language, and 

the little influence that other languages, especially Dutch, had in the early stages. 

It is likely that KielstraҰs policy of separate development contributed to the formation of 

Surinamese society characterized by Ҳgroups differing along race, language, religion, customs and 

habits, economic understanding and economic actingҳ9 (van Lier 1977: 12). The economic layers 

of society largely coincided with ethnic groups, among which there was little contact. There was 

no үSurinamese identityҰ, and the different groups held on to their own culture; the Javanese of 

Suriname Ҳlived life as they had known it in Javaҳ (St-Hilaire 2001: 1008), since they lived in 

Javanese enclaves. 

In 1935, almost at the end of the indentured labor period, 54% of the Javanese small farmers 

rented land on a gouvernements-vestigingsplaats (үgovernmental plant siteҰ), 31% on a private 

plantation and only 3% owned their own land (Grasveld & Breunissen 1990: 51). This low number 

of land owners was caused by the growing costs of buying farmland, since many plots of land had 

already been sold to the Hindustani community, who had come to Suriname earlier. In 1950, the 

Surinamese population consisted of 204,561 persons in total, of which the Javanese formed 17.6% 

(35,949 persons) (van Lier 1977: 8). At the end of their indentured labor contract, many Javanese 

continued working on the plantations: 32.8%, as opposed to only 3.9% of the Hindustanis. 

 

2.2.3.2 Societal participation and contact with other groups 

Participation of the Javanese in Surinamese politics and society was still very limited before World 

War II. Of the 34,000 Javanese in total living in Suriname, only 62 persons had the right to vote, 

since there were minimum requirements as to income and educational level (Grasveld & 

Breunissen 1990: 86). Because of the low number of Javanese that were qualified to vote, the 

Javanese community was highly underrepresented among the Statenleden (members of the 

Government Council). In order to remedy this, in 1936 it was decided that from now on four out 

of thirteen members of the Government Council would be appointed by the governor, instead of 

being elected (van Lier 1977: 146). 

In the period of contract labor and directly after, the Javanese community did not have a lot 

of contact with other groups and the larger Surinamese society (Derveld 1982: 27), and there was 

                                                                        
9 My translation, original: Ҳgroepen verschillend naar ras, taal, godsdienst, zeden en gewoonten, economisch 

inzicht en economisch handelenҳ 
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very little assimilation (van Lier 1977: 11). The Javanese and Hindustani population especially 

attached a high value to the maintenance of their own culture, whereas the creole population 

identified slightly more with үDutchҰ culture (van Lier 1977: 12). In 1933, many of the (former) 

contract laborers still perceived of their stay in Suriname as in some way temporary, even those 

who had accepted the subsidy they received when giving up their right of return. This was not out 

of economic motivation: there were enough employment opportunities at the plantations, and 

those that worked as small farmers earned well with the harvest of rice, while the sustenance costs 

were relatively low. But despite this economically comfortable position, the Javanese population 

did not feel at ease among the other ethnic groups of Suriname. They felt that the somewhat 

competitive situation between the groups was at conflict with their peaceful nature, where aiming 

at harmony was one of the highest ideals (van Lier 1977: 279). Another factor contributing to the 

feeling of unease was the way they were perceived by other groups, who looked down upon the 

Javanese, and associated them with being involved in gambling, criminal activities and 

prostitution (Derveld 1982: 30). It is very well possible that the low societal participation of 

Javanese was both a consequence of and reinforced by these negative stereotypes among other 

groups, which in turn might have led to the maintenance of the Javanese culture and language. 

De Waal Malefijt (1963: 30) states that Ҳnot one single informant ever told that he remained 

in Surinam because he liked the countryҳ. She also analyzes the Surinamese Javanese community 

as internally very coherent and having a high degree of in-group solidarity, enhanced by the sense 

of being үtrickedҰ into coming to Suriname as a contract laborer, which was a story told on and on 

(Waal Malefijt 1963: 31). This internal cohesion led to little contact and solidarity with other 

groups and with Suriname as a whole. Most Javanese still referred to themselves as Javanese or 

Indonesian, and still regarded Indonesia as their homeland, to which they longed to return.  

 

2.2.3.3 Linguistic practices 

Little is known about the exact linguistic practices of the early immigrants, but it is certain that 

they spoke different dialects and possibly even different languages, apart from Javanese (such as 

Malay, Madurese and Sundanese), since they came from different regions on Java. Most probably, 

the Javanese language did not win out as the main language of communication directly, since in 

1904 it was reported by the missionary Voullaire that Ҳin Suriname there were 6265 үEast-

IndonesianҰ immigrants, among whom were Javanese, Sundanese and Malay, who each spoke their 

own languageҳ (Gooswit 2002a: 91).10 With regard to the origin of the contract laborers, most 

sources agree that the vast majority came from Central and East Java, where mostly Javanese was 

spoken, whereas a smaller part came from West Java, where mainly Sundanese was spoken 

(Vruggink 2001; Gooswit 1994; Waal Malefijt 1963). Vruggink (2001) calculates that around 90% 

originally came from the two major regions, with 70% from Central, 20% from East Java and 10% 

                                                                        
10 My translation, original: Ҳin Suriname 6.265 ҲOost-Indischeҳ immigranten woonden, waaronder Javanen, 

Sundanezen en Maleiers, die elk hun eigen taal sprakenҳ 
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from West Java. This was confirmed by my own survey of the records of 15,709 contract laborers 

(around half of the total) in the immigration archives (NationaalArchief 1999), which showed that 

as many as 66% originated from Central Java, 19% from East Java, 1% from either East or Central 

Java and only 4% from West Java. For the remaining 10% I have not yet been able to specify their 

region of origin, since the province stated in their record could not be identified. 

Of the different languages spoken by the original contract laborers, only Javanese survived in 

Suriname up until the present day: there is no record of any Malay, Sundanese or Madurese being 

spoken for at least the last 30 years (Vruggink 2001: xxiv). These languages probably disappeared 

quite quickly. In his description of the Javanese spoken by some of the original immigrants, 

Vruggink (1976: 9) attributes some specific phonological characteristics of one speaker to 

influence from Sundanese, the mother tongue of this speaker. However, the fact that the Javanese 

of this Sundanese speaker overall does not differ greatly from that spoken by the other (native) 

speakers, seems to suggest that he did speak Javanese daily. Combined with the observation that 

no traces of Sundanese or other languages from Indonesia are found in Surinamese Javanese, and 

that it was only spoken among the generation of former contract laborers (Vruggink 2001: xxiv), 

I assume that these languages disappeared rather quickly, probably not even being transmitted to 

the next generation born in Suriname.  

One of the most salient aspects of the Javanese language is the system of speech levels. The 

Javanese system is among the most complicated in the world, and has been widely studied as a 

unique linguistic phenomenon (Conners 2008: 36). The difference between the levels lies mostly 

in the lexicon; the grammar is largely the same (although some affixes may also be different). In 

Indonesian Javanese, the lexicon can roughly be divided into four types of words, ranging from 

most informal to most formal, which are associated with different speech levels: ngoko, madya, 

krama and krama inggil (Vruggink 2001: xxxi). The most basic distinction in speech levels is 

between ngoko (informal) and krama (formal), whereas madya is somewhat in between. The 

highest level, krama inggil, consists of words which should only be used to refer to other people. 

The distinction on the word level is only relevant for a set of around 500 lexical items, which 

belong to the most frequent in everyday speech (Arps et al. 2000: 32). The rest of the Javanese 

lexicon consists of so-called үneutralҰ words, which do not differ for speech level. The choice of 

speech level mostly depends on the relative position of the interlocutors, where the one with a 

higher position (e.g. defined by age or status) may speak ngoko, while the interlocutor must answer 

in a higher speech level, e.g. krama or madya. In Indonesia, this system has become very 

complicated, and the choice of correct speech style is sometimes very difficult to make. This system 

of speech levels came along with the immigrants to Suriname, but since there was much less 

internal hierarchy among the Javanese than in Indonesia, the most important social delimiter 

became age. More on the speech level system in Suriname can be found in 2.4.3. 

The concentration of former Javanese laborers on the plantations and in the desas, and the 

limited assimilation to the Surinamese society led to a high maintenance of Javanese language. For 
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a long time, it was the only language spoken at home, and most children did not come into contact 

with Dutch before entering school. Once at school, this lack of knowledge of the Dutch language 

caused a problem for school children, since education was conducted exclusively in Dutch, and the 

Javanese children had difficulties understanding the teachers. Most teachers were multilingual and 

understood Sranantongo and some even knew Sarnami (the language of the Hindustani 

community) to some extent, but very few knew Javanese (Waal Malefijt 1963: 142). 

There have been some instances of Javanese used in schools, but usually on a very small scale. 

In 1939, there was an official experiment with Javanese village schools using Javanese as a language 

of instruction (Hellinga 1955: 15), but it is unclear what happened to them, and probably they 

were not very successful. In 1946, there were still some desa schools, where the lessons were given 

in Javanese (Ismael 1949: 137). In the 1950s study on educational practices, there is one 

mentioning of a provisional school in Domburg providing lessons in Javanese (Hellinga 1955: 92).  

In part because of the increasing number of pupils going to school in Dutch, the knowledge 

of the Dutch language as well as of Sranantongo (because of interethnic contacts) within the 

Javanese population considerably increased between 1940 and 1950, as Van Lier (1977: 10) 

observed that Ҳ[m]any members of these groups [Javanese and Hindustani] are trilingual, since 

besides their own language they also speak Sranantongo and Dutch.ҳ11 With respect to the first 

generation immigrants, whose knowledge of Dutch was very limited, Vruggink (2001: xxvii) 

concludes that Ҳtheir children learned Dutch much better.ҳ12 This, combined with the upcoming 

urbanization and increased participation of Javanese in politics and society, led to the third and 

fourth generation being more and more multilingual, which would be boosted even more by the 

end of the Second World War and subsequent urbanization. 

 

2.2.4 1945-1975: Urbanizat ion and emigration  

2.2.4.1 Urbanization and schooling 

During the Second World War, the bauxite industry developed more and more, which led to 

migrations towards the towns of Moengo (East Suriname), Paranam and Onverdacht (south of 

the capital Paramaribo). During this time, urbanization towards Paramaribo also took off, 

although in 1950 only ten percent of the Javanese lived in Paramaribo (Grasveld & Breunissen 

1990: 5). In 1964 this percentage had increased to almost twenty percent (Derveld 1982: 32). This 

growing urbanization was mostly at the expense of the Commewijne and Saramacca district, in 

which the Javanese population decreased by about half (Mangoenkarso 2004: 5). Even though the 

Javanese population increased from 35,949 in 1950 to 48,463 persons in 1964, their relative size 

in Suriname decreased from 17.6% to 14.9% in that time. This was mainly due to the high birth 

rate in the Hindustani community, whose numbers almost doubled between the two censuses 

                                                                        
11 My translation, original: ҲVele leden van deze groepen zijn drietalig, omdat zij naast de eigen taal en het 

Negerengels ook het Nederlands spreken.ҳ 
12 My translation, original: Ҳ[h]un kinderen leerden veel beter Nederlandsҳ 
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(from 63,770 to 112,633) and who made up 34.7% of the Surinamese population in 1964, almost 

surpassing the Creole population (35.5% in 1964) (van Lier 1977: 297).  

Urbanization led to an increasing importance of the other languages Sranantongo and Dutch, 

since the neighborhoods where Javanese came to live where much more multi -ethnic (Wolfowitz 

1991: 31). This urbanization led to a difference in linguistic practices: whereas Ҳ[u]ntil 1945, 

multilingualism was stable in Surinameҳ (St-Hilaire 2001: 1010), after 1945 Ҳtraditional patterns 

of multilingualism began to erodeҳ, because of more inter-ethnic contact (St-Hilaire 2001: 1011). 

These traditional patterns refer to the fact that in earlier times, Dutch was spoken only by a 

relatively small elite. 

In 1950 however, only around ten percent Javanese went to school, on an average of fifteen 

percent for the whole population (Hellinga 1955: 16). It was also reported that Ҳ[i]n the rural 

districts most of the old people use their own languageҳ and therefore children Ҳfind it difficult to 

cope with the medium of instruction at school, which is Dutchҳ (Hellinga 1955: 17). In 1964, when 

people were asked for their үbest languageҰ, Dutch was reported as the best language of only 7.1% 

of Javanese, versus an even lower number of 1.5% for Sranantongo. The majority of 91.2% claimed 

Javanese to be their best language, which was higher than the 84.4% of Hindustanis claiming 

Sarnami (their heritage language, based on different Bhojpuri dialects) to be their best language, 

indicating a high level of language maintenance among the Javanese (St-Hilaire 2001: 1011). Even 

if Dutch was the main language of education, it was clear that Ҳeven among those groups who 

receive instruction, Dutch is in general insufficiently knownҳ (Hellinga 1955: 61). Hellinga 

explains this partially by the fact that not all schools taught in Dutch exclusively. In fact, the 

childrenҰs mother tongue was frequently used by teachers, not only for Ҳaddressing the childrenҳ 

but also Ҳfor elementary instructionҳ (Hellinga 1955: 25).  

Over the years, the percentage of Javanese children that went to school kept increasing, and 

in the early 1970s Suparlan observed that Ҳmost of the children go to schoolҳ (Suparlan 1995: 106) 

in contrast to the older people, of whom many Ҳdid not go to school when they were childrenҳ 

(Suparlan 1995: 108). In school, the children had to speak Dutch, but the language used with their 

classmates was usually Sranantongo, showing the overall importance of multilingualism (Suparlan 

1995: 107). 

 

2.2.4.2 Growing participation, labor and class division 

For a long time, there was very little social mobility within the Javanese community, with 

practically no intellectual elite. Van Lier (van Lier 1977: 9) describes how in Suriname Ҳthe social 

layers largely coincide with the ethnic groupsҳ13. The highest layer consisted mostly of the Dutch 

officials, who were often in Suriname only temporarily, as well as a small portion of the Creole 

population. The middle layer was formed by light as well as darker skinned Creoles, and had in 

                                                                        
13 My translation, original: Ҳde sociale lagen voor een groot gedeelte met rasgroepen samenvallenҳ. 
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recent years been supplemented by a small number of Hindustanis, while the lower layer consisted 

mostly of darker skinned Creoles, Hindustanis and Javanese. The Amerindian population and the 

Maroons lived relatively isolated in the interior. In 1946, the Javanese үeliteҰ only consisted of one 

teacher, two teacher assistants, five interpreters, one assistant interpreter, four police officers, 

three nurses and some low status officials as well as village elders (lurahs) (Ismael 1949: 136). 

Van Lier (1977: 10) describes the division of labor in Suriname between 1940 and 1950 as 

follows: Javanese and Hindustani inhabitants are mostly working in agriculture (plantations and 

small farming), whereas the Creole population mostly works in industry and fulfills most of the 

white collar jobs. According to data from 1964, only around 6% of Javanese had an intellectual or 

administrative occupation, as compared to approximately 30% of the Creole population and 8% of 

the Hindustani population. Instead, the majority of Javanese (61% of women, 87% of men) had low 

schooled jobs in the domains of agriculture, fishery, industry, mining and traffic (Derveld 1982: 

32). However, in the years after rapid developments can be seen in the division of jobs among the 

Javanese, and in 1971, already 24.9% of women and 11.2% of men worked in the intellectual or 

administrative section, while the percentage of women working in agriculture had declined from 

50.4 to 14.9% (Mangoenkarso 2004: 7). 

Related to the division of labor is the division in socio-economic classes, which Suparlan 

(1995 based on field data from the early 1970s) connects with patterns of language use. Regarding 

lower-class Javanese, in daily conversation Sranantongo was used more than Dutch, especially in 

mixing patterns: when younger Javanese (born and grown up in Suriname) spoke to older people 

in Javanese, they had a tendency to mix with Sranantongo, but not with Dutch (Suparlan 1995: 

102). Even in the urban environments, Sranantongo was still more dominant, since ҲDutch is 

heard only occasionallyҳ (Suparlan 1995: 108). However, most of the lower-class Javanese could 

speak Ҳbroken Dutchҳ, either picked up at work or from their children (Suparlan 1995: 108). This 

was different for middle-class Javanese: among this group knowledge of Dutch was more common 

and widespread, and sometimes it was even used as the language for speaking with the children 

(Suparlan 1995: 116). The middle-class Javanese considered Dutch an important language to 

advance in life, since it was seen as Ҳthe language of higher statusҳ and of Ҳachievementҳ (Suparlan 

1995: 117). But even for these middle-class Javanese, knowledge and use of Sranantongo was 

considered necessary out of Ҳpracticalityҳ (Suparlan 1995: 117).  

The beginning of the shift towards other languages than Javanese was already noticeable 

during the 1970s. Many parents started raising their child in Javanese until the time it went to 

school, when they tended to switch to Dutch as the home language. Therefore, many speakers 

born in the 1960s were only passively competent in Javanese (Suparlan 1995: 119). As for social 

classes, the middle-class was more directed towards Dutch, the lower class more towards 

Sranantongo, but in both classes Javanese was mostly maintained. In the upper class, different 

patterns were found: there were people who were able to speak Javanese perfectly, including 

krama, but there were also some who did not speak any Javanese at all (Suparlan 1995: 124). Even 
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if Javanese was still considered an important language to them (e.g. for businessmen whose clients 

are Javanese), they tend to conduct most of their daily conversations, even with other Javanese, in 

Dutch with some Sranan. Culturally, they identify less as strictly Javanese, but it appears as if they 

Ҳwant to become like the Dutchҳ (Suparlan 1995: 126). 

Related to this changing usage of the Javanese language, Suparlan (1995: 102) also notes a 

beginning of the loss or conflation of speech levels in the early 1970s, when he found that Ҳmany 

[of the older Javanese] were disappointed that the younger Javanese tend to speak to them in plain 

Javanese instead of in Javanese kramaҳ. When younger speakers did know krama words, they had 

usually picked them up from overhearing them on the radio, rather than having learned them 

from their parents (Suparlan 1995: 102).  

 

2.2.4.3 Return to Java 

Even after years of living and working in Suriname, many Javanese still did not feel at home and 

were longing to return to Java, despite the fact that most had given up their right of return. This 

return ideology becomes more manifest in the 1930s, among others with the rise of Anton de 

Kom, a Surinamese anti-colonialist writer. De Kom had many followers among the Javanese, 

because they believed that he would let them return to Java free of cost. Rumors were even spread 

that the plantations would be closed and that the ships were already waiting, which led to a huge 

influx of Javanese farmers and plantation workers towards De KomҰs place of residency 

Paramaribo, and much unrest within the Javanese community, who went as far as ascribing 

messianic properties to him (van Lier 1977: 279). This collective үenchantmentҰ was not broken 

until February 1933, when De Kom was arrested and the protests for his liberation were violently 

suppressed (van Lier 1977: 282). 

The independence of Indonesia from The Netherlands in 1945 further awakened the pride 

of their үhome countryҰ in the Surinamese Javanese, and their hope of returning. This identification 

with Indonesia is apparent from the fact that around half of the Surinamese Javanese population 

chose to take on the Indonesian nationality, when they had to choose before the Surinamese public 

elections of 1950 (Gooswit 1994: 179). According to other sources, this percentage was even as 

high as 75% (Cosijn-Mitrasing 1997: 146). 

In the 1950s, these feelings developed into the so-called mulih nJawa (үreturn home to JavaҰ) 

movement and ideology. The culmination of this movement was the departure of the Langkoeas 

in 1954, a ship with which 1,014 Javanese returned to Indonesia. At the time of departure, it was 

already clear that the returning migrants could not settle on Java, since the island was still heavily 

overpopulated. They were instead offered a plot of land in Sumatra, near Tongar, which was still 

uncultivated. The Surinamese migrants had to work very hard in order to build their houses and 

create a livelihood, and many of them were in some way disappointed. The letters they sent back 

to their family in Suriname were therefore not very positive. The original plan was that the 

Langkoeas would only be the first ship of many, but it would remain the only one, while somehow 
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the money that was raised for the return of the other Surinamese Javanese was lost. Apart from 

being highly disillusioned, many Surinamese Javanese were also financially ruined by this, since 

many of them had sold all their belongings and had paid their trip on one of the next ships in 

advance. Until then, many Javanese had still dreamt of going back to Indonesia, but from this time 

on this became less and less important. However, in 1973 still around 20% of all Javanese living in 

Suriname had Indonesian nationality (Derveld 1982: 31; Grasveld & Breunissen 1990: 87). Since 

these inhabitants did not have the right to vote, this brought about even less societal participation 

of the Javanese in Suriname, and reinforced their sense of isolation within Surinamese society 

(Waal Malefijt 1963: 184). 

 

2.2.4.4 Emigration to The Netherlands 

In anticipation of the independence of Suriname, many Surinamese Javanese emigrated to the 

Netherlands in the early 1970s, fearing for ethnic conflicts which might follow the independence, 

and the possible eventual dominance of the Creole population in Suriname (Mangoenkarso 2004: 

3; Grasveld & Breunissen 1990: 94). When Suriname gained its independence in 1975, emigration 

to the Netherlands continued for many years. This led to a Dutch diaspora of 20,000 to 25,000 

Surinamese Javanese nowadays, almost half the size of the Javanese population of Suriname itself. 

This migration has created a Ҳtransnational social spaceҳ, since relatives still maintain close bonds 

between Suriname and The Netherlands in the form of sending mail and packages, keeping contact 

through e-mail and telephone, and actual visits (Yakpo et al. 2015: 172). This might on the one 

hand have caused a reinforcement of Dutch in Suriname (since it is the main language of 

communication of their family members in The Netherlands), as well as contributed to the vitality 

of Sranantongo in the Surinamese Javanese community in The Netherlands as a visible heritage 

language, thus altogether promoting multilingualism in Surinamese Javanese speakers. 

 

2.2.5 1975-2014: After the Independence 

2.2.5.1 Increasing integration 

At the end of the 1970s, Van Lier (1977: 302) concludes that the Javanese are still the least 

integrated group in Suriname: Ҳ[o]f all the ex-immigrants, the Indonesians have adapted least 

adequately to Suriname.ҳ14 However, he also observes some positive developments within the 

Javanese community: whereas in 1940, the Javanese still had the highest crime rates among all 

ethnic groups, in 1977 these had rapidly decreased to a level beneath some of the other groups. 

Van Lier also discerns some signs of үmentalҰ development among the Javanese, with the members 

of this group behaving Ҳmore freelyҳ (vrijer) and Ҳmore self-assuredҳ (zelfverzekerder) (van Lier 

1977: 302). 

                                                                        
14 My translation, original: ҲVan alle ex-immigranten hebben de Indonesiërs zich het minst adequaat aan 

Suriname aangepast.ҳ 
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In the early 1980s, Hagoort & Schotel (1982) observe that the Javanese language is much less 

in use among the Javanese population of Paramaribo, and that in many households the language 

is being given up in favor of Dutch. According to them, it seems like the Javanese are much less 

attached to their group language than the Hindustanis and Creoles, and that the Javanese language 

is losing ground, especially in Paramaribo. In writing, the Javanese school children had a better 

command even of Sranantongo than of Javanese. Since Javanese was not a written language in 

Suriname, in my opinion not too much importance should be attached to this fact. Overall 

however, it does seem to signal the beginning of a trend of giving up Javanese in favor of Dutch 

as a home language (which had already started in the previous decades among the high-class 

Javanese), and Sranantongo as a language of interethnic communication, which I will come back 

to in the next few paragraphs. This movement away from Javanese towards Dutch as a home 

language was also observed by Wolfowitz (1991: 31), where Ҳin all the urban families [that she] 

visited there was a systematic effort being made to raise the younger children using Dutch rather 

than Javaneseҳ. This was however different in the rural areas, where Ҳone still heard Javanese 

almost exclusivelyҳ (Wolfowitz 1991: 31). 

This urban trend away from Javanese was confirmed in the early 1990s, by the results of a 

1992 survey, since Ҳ[l]ess than half of all urban Javanese continue speaking Javanese as the primary 

languageҳ (St-Hilaire 2001: 1012). It is mostly Dutch, and to a lesser extent Sranantongo which 

Ҳexert considerable assimilative pressure on the Javanese.ҳ (St-Hilaire 2001: 1012). The (urban) 

Javanese seem to have given up their language more rapidly than other groups, in favor of both 

Dutch and Sranantongo: Javanese is spoken by 45.3% of Javanese whereas Sarnami is spoken by 

69.7% of Hindustanis. Dutch is spoken by 37.8% of Javanese, and Sranantongo by 14.6% (de Bruijne 

& Schalkwijk 1994: 15). The latter seems to be preferred by the young urban population, while the 

former is used more among high-class Javanese, and as a language of socialization in Javanese 

families (St-Hilaire 2001: 1013). 

According to the 2004 census, Javanese was the fifth most spoken language in Surinamese 

households (behind Dutch, Sranantongo, Sarnami and Maroon languages), being the first 

language in 5.6% of all households, and the second language in 5.5%. More recent numbers (2012 

census) reveal that in Paramaribo, Javanese was spoken in 5.2% of all households (of all ethnic 

compositions), and only in around one third of these cases, it was the first language spoken. In the 

Wanica district, Javanese was spoken as either a first or second language in 13.1% of all 

households. Unfortunately, there was no data for the other districts, but I would expect for 

instance the Commewijne district to have a much higher presence of Javanese as a household-

language, because there are still quite a few traditional Javanese communities on the former 

plantations and desas. 

In a 2015 survey of linguistic practices among school children, Javanese was cited as a 

language in the repertoire by around 13% of children (n=1555). It was more frequently cited as an 
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L2 or L3 than as an L1, indicating the ongoing language shift and replacement by Dutch as the 

language of socialization (Léglise & Migge 2015). 

 

2.2.5.2 Cultural and linguistic awareness 

One of the first formalized attempts at improving the status of the Javanese culture and language 

in Suriname was the founding of үde PionierҰ (the Pioneer) at the end of the 1970s (Hoefte et al. 

2010). This association was the predecessor of VHJI, the cultural association for Surinamese 

Javanese which would be founded in 1985 (see section 2.4.4). One of the activities for promoting 

Javanese language and culture was the publication of the magazine Riwayat, of which two issues 

appeared (Bosari et al. 1987; Amatali et al. 1989). 

The first linguistic research on Surinamese Javanese was done in the 1980s within the project 

үTaal en Taalgedrag als functie van de multilinguale Surinaamse samenlevingҰ (Language and 

language behavior as function of the multilingual Surinamese society), embedded in the University 

of Suriname. Between 1980 and 1984, the project members of the Surinamese Javanese 

department conducted and recorded numerous interviews with first generation Javanese 

immigrants in Suriname. This research led to several publications: the magazine Cikal (Sarmo et 

al. 1982; 1983; 1983; 1984), multiple articles in Oso (Vruggink 1985a; 1985b; 1987; 1989; 1990; 

1991), narratives (Siswowitono 1983; Asmawidjaja 1983; Kartowidjojo 1988) and a dictionary of 

Surinamese Javanese (Vruggink 2001). 

Other linguistic work on Surinamese Javanese has been done by SIL (Summer Institute of 

Linguistics), whose main goal is to enable people to read the Bible in their own language (Field 

notes 20140522). Besides producing a New Testament translation in Surinamese Javanese, they 

have also published a series of story books in Surinamese Javanese in the 1990s (Ralim 1991; 

Karijoredjo 1995; Wongsosemito 1996; Karijoredjo 1998), in order to make people acquainted 

with the written form of their own language. For this goal, they had to gain knowledge about the 

vocabulary and grammar of Surinamese Javanese. One of the former contributors to SIL in 

Suriname, Antoon Sisal, continues the study and propagation of Surinamese Javanese in the 

JATAS institute, by providing news, information and language courses on Surinamese Javanese. 

 

2.3 Interim summary 

Table 2.1 below gives an overview of what I deem the most important events/characteristics of 

each period, and the consequences these had for the three languages Javanese, Sranantongo and 

Dutch, as used in the Surinamese Javanese community. 
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Table 2.1: Historical development of Surinamese Javanese community and socio-linguistic 

consequences. 

 Period Characteristics Javanese Sranantongo Dutch 

1890-

1933 

Indentured 

labor 

Housing on 

plantations 

High level of 

maintenance 

Certain extent of 

bilingualism 

Few words 

1933-

1945 

Independent 

development 

Desa-structure 

Isolation 

High level of 

maintenance 

Communication 

with other 

groups 

Few words, 

some 

schooling 

1945-

1975 

Urbanization Schooling 

Societal 

participation 

Still 

maintained, 

but begins to 

be under 

pressure 

Communication 

with other 

groups 

More 

bilingualism 

in higher 

class, some 

use as 

household 

language 

1975-

now 

After 

Independence 

Emigration to 

NL 

Use of Dutch as 

household 

language 

Under 

pressure in 

city, 

maintained in 

districts 

Communication 

with other 

groups as well as 

in-group, 

widespread 

bilingualism 

Widespread 

bilingualism 

among 

younger 

generations 

 

 

2.4 Current situation 

In this section, I will describe the situation of Surinamese Javanese language and culture on the 

basis of my fieldwork between 2014 and 2017. Whenever possible, I have tried to substantiate 

observations or claims with references to my fieldwork notes (given as үField notes 

YYYYMMDDҰ). 

 

2.4.1 Geographical spread and variation 

According to the 2012 census, the Javanese made up 13.7% of the Surinamese population (73,975 

people in total). The largest group (44.5%) lives in Paramaribo, followed by Wanica district, whose 

main town is Lelydorp (21.8%). By far the most үJavaneseҰ region is the district of Commewijne, 

where almost half of the inhabitants (47.2%) are Javanese. Regarding people who claim to speak 

Javanese, a school survey by Léglise & Migge (2015: 30) shows that it is mostly spoken by school 

children in the Paramaribo area and in the districts Para, Wanica and Commewijne. Quite 

surprisingly, around 30% of children in Paramaribo say to use Javanese for some interactions, but 

only 1% claims it as their L1, 20% as L2 and 10% as L3-L5. In Nickerie, just over 10% reports 

speaking Javanese, which matches up with self-identification ethnicity numbers from earlier 

surveys, suggesting that ethnicity and language identification/maintenance are closely related 
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(Léglise & Migge 2015: 32). Javanese is not claimed by any of the children in Brokopondo, Albina 

and Moengo. 

As could be expected, in the more urban areas people use Javanese a lot less, since they come 

into contact with many other ethnic groups. They then usually use Sranantongo or Dutch as their 

main language of communication. The communities where Javanese is still being used, also by 

younger people, and which were often mentioned by different informants, include the districts of 

Commewijne, Saramacca and Nickerie, where there are still some traditional Javanese 

communities (kampongs or desas). Within the districts closer to the capital, the Wanica and Para 

district (south of Paramaribo), these traditional communities are based mostly in Lelydorp, 

Domburg and Koewarasan. In Commewijne, Javanese is mostly still spoken in Tamanredjo, and 

on former plantations such as Meerzorg, Mariënburg and Rust en Werk, which originally housed 

a lot of Javanese contract laborers. According to many informants Rust en Werk holds an 

exceptional position among these plantations, since Javanese is still widely being used, even by the 

young and people of non-Javanese origin. Outside of Suriname, there are also Surinamese Javanese 

speaker communities reported to be in French Guyana, and Aruba (Field notes 20140416), but 

these appear to be quite small (probably limited to one or two families). 

Not much work has been done so far on possible dialect variation within Surinamese 

Javanese; I have found no explicit references of this in the literature. However, there do seem to 

be possible dialectal differences between the different places in Suriname where Javanese is 

spoken. With regard to regional linguistic variation, I rely solely on anecdotal evidence from 

informants, who told me for example that the accent of Javanese as spoken in Nickerie is quite 

different (Field notes 20140428), and that there are more borrowings from English due to the 

closeness to British Guyana. Another informant told me that in the region of Moengo, Javanese 

uses relatively more loanwords from Sranantongo (Field notes 20140515). This could possibly b 

beecause it is the language used in the bauxite industry. 

 

2.4.2 Language usage and attitudes 

Not only overall societal bilingualism, but individual multilingualism seems to be the norm in 

Suriname: in the survey by Léglise & Migge (2015: 24), 65% of primary school children said that 

they speak at least three languages, and only 1% reports being monolingual. These languages are 

not distinct, separated entities in the childrenҰs minds, but rather they үinterrelate and interactҰ 

(Léglise & Migge 2015: 25). 

Most of the Surinamese Javanese nowadays speak at least two other languages: (Surinamese) 

Dutch and Sranantongo. Regarding acquisition, most respondents in my study say that they have 

learnt Dutch at school and often also at home from early childhood, and Sranan is described as a 

language they have learnt 'in the street' or at school with their peers (often from a later age). 

Informants often indicate that their language choice is very much dependent on the interlocutor, 

and most of the time they report 'mixing' languages within one conversation with a single 
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interlocutor. It is hard to find out exactly what this 'mixing' means, but some informants told me 

that they for example make certain jokes in Javanese (Field notes 20140525), or insert fixed 

expressions in Sranan. Dutch is seen as more of a 'serious' language (20140525), and seems to serve 

as the үframeworkҰ or language of departure for most conversations (supported by the fact that 

people say to үinsertҰ certain parts in other languages). However, caution should be taken when 

drawing conclusions from these descriptions, considering the high prestige of Dutch, which might 

lead respondents to over-represent it. 

There is also an association of emotion with language: Sranan is often seen as more 

'powerful', when using expressions or telling stories (tori) for example. However, some informants 

also told me that Javanese can be more emotional in the sense that it 'moves' them, when used in 

a (religious) song for example (Field notes 20140505). When Javanese is spoken, it is typically used 

with grandparents, a pattern confirmed by the survey by Léglise & Migge (2015: 42). If it is used 

with parents, this is usually done with the mother, and usually in conjunction with Dutch. It is 

rarely used as a language of interaction with peers, at least by the younger speakers. These patterns 

are Ҳindicative of a rupture of intergenerational language transmissionҳ (Léglise & Migge 2015: 

42). 

One phenomenon which has played an important role in the development of the Javanese 

language in Suriname, and which has led many Javanese to give up their native language in favor 

of Dutch, is the stigmatization of the Javanese culture and heritage. In the past, speaking Javanese 

or speaking with a Javanese accent was often associated with societal backwardness (Field notes 

20140429), whereas speaking Dutch was associated with intellectuality and social progress (Field 

notes 20140505), and development (Field notes 20140514). This association has also been 

observed in survey data by Hunley & Bowie (2001), who observe that 19.44% of women and 

11.76% of men feel that Ҳgood Dutch language skills indicate intelligenceҳ. Dutch is also 

traditionally more associated to urbanized areas, whereas the countryside, where more Javanese 

and Sranantongo were spoken, was considered to be үunderdevelopedҰ, and its inhabitants үless 

intelligentҰ. This association between language and development led people to feel that the 

Javanese language and culture was үsomething to be ashamed ofҰ, and children feeling үinferiorҰ 

when speaking it at school for example (Field notes 20140505, Field notes 20140523, also 

confirmed by many speakers when asked about the situation of Surinamese Javanese). This 

association also held for Sranantongo. However, the situation seems to be changing again, bit by 

bit: Léglise & Migge (2015: 14) report that ҲSranantongo and other formerly denigrated languages 

are more widely used in the public domain (e.g. advertising, radio)ҳ. As for Sranantongo in the 

media, I did find that there are quite some television shows using it regularly, for example the daily 

discussion programme MƩManten Taki (үMorning TalkҰ) on STVS (Surinaamse Televisie Stichting) 

and I also noticed it in some street advertisements. For more information on Javanese-spoken 

media, see 2.4.4. 
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Another conviction which has played an important role in the decrease of Javanese mother 

tongue speakers was the widespread belief of parents that speaking Javanese with their children at 

home would impede the childrenҰs command of Dutch. Since Dutch was the language of school 

and most working environments and thus necessary to reach any significant position in society, 

this has led many parents to give up Javanese as the language of socialization. Instead, more and 

more parents started speaking Dutch at home with their children (Field notes 20140505), a trend 

I already described in the previous historical sections. Even though this view is now being more 

and more opposed by academia, and multilingualism is even promoted by the Surinamese 

government itself (see Kroon & Yagmur 2012), I have still come across it quite sometimes, 

especially in the less well-educated, more rural areas. A lot of especially young people name this as 

one of the most important reasons for their decreased command of Javanese: parents do not 

transmit the Javanese language to their children anymore (Field notes 20140508). 

According to one of my informants, Johan Sarmo, who contributed heavily to the 

Surinamese Javanese dictionary (Vruggink 2001), the language of the Hindustanis (Sarnami) is in 

a better position, because it is more intertwined with religion than in the Javanese community 

(Field notes 20140412). In spite of the fact that the Hindustanis are split between Islam and 

Hinduism, the majority adheres to Hinduism, which leads to religious and linguistic homogeneity. 

Overall, I have often encountered the view that the language of the Hindustanis (Sarnami) is more 

vital than Javanese, as an example of what would be the ideal scenario for Surinamese Javanese 

(Field notes 20140419). This was illustrated for example by anecdotes about the Hindustanis 

speaking Sarnami even when non-speakers were present, as a sign of taking pride in the language, 

which was regarded as something positive that Javanese should do as well (Field notes 20140505). 

Hindustanis were said to be less ashamed of their language (Field notes 20140508). Javanese were 

seen as 'lagging behind' in their efforts to preserve their language as compared to the Hindustani 

community, who for example organizes a lot of language courses according to my informants 

(Field notes 20140607). 

One very specific example of the changing attitude and culture among the Javanese of 

Suriname, often given by the elderly, was that of the way in which people used to pay respect to 

the elderly when passing them in the street. If a young person on a bicycle passed by an elderly 

person walking, the younger person always had to get off his/her bike and ask for permission to 

move past that person on the street (Waal Malefijt 1963: 141). Even if this custom is not in use 

anymore since a long time, it was still frequently cited by informants and thus apparently very 

salient example among different speakers. One of the reasons mentioned by informants why it has 

disappeared is because the Surinamese society is more 'egalitarian' than the Indonesian one (Field 

notes 20140602, see also paragraph 2.4.3). The literature also mentions that Javanese children in 

Suriname were raised with less strict regard for үpolitenessҰ (Waal Malefijt 1963: 140). 

 

 



42 Development of Surinamese Javanese 

 

2.4.3 Speech styles 

Related to this politeness in language is the system of speech levels, as described in 2.2.3.3. Even 

in Indonesia, there is a decline nowadays in the use of the more formal speech levels because of 

the complexities of this system, where speakers tend to use more Indonesian if they are unsure 

about the correct choice of speech level (Vruggink 2001: xxxiii). In Suriname, this system has 

become simplified, and only a distinction between ngoko and a higher speech level (a conflation of 

madya, krama and krama inggil) has generally remained (although one might occasionally find 

speakers with knowledge of more levels). In Suriname, this higher speech level is commonly 

referred to as basa, which is an abbreviation of basa krama, and literally means үspeechҰ or үlanguageҰ. 

Ngoko is considered to be the standard speech level, also between interlocutors of different age or 

status (Wolfowitz 1991; Vruggink 2001; Waal Malefijt 1963). Basa is mostly only still used by 

older speakers, or in official settings. Another difference is that in Surinamese Javanese, words 

from krama inggil (the highest speech level) can be used by speakers to refer to themselves, whereas 

this is not allowed according to the rules of Indonesian Javanese. Among other reasons, 

Surinamese Javanese is therefore often considered by Indonesian speakers to be quite үroughҰ (Field 

notes 20140424).  

The loss of the more formal speech levels may be due to different factors. First of all, most of 

the Javanese contract laborers were from the countryside, with little to no formal education, who 

may have had very little knowledge of high Javanese (Waal Malefijt 1963: 140, Field notes 

20140424). However, this does not seem a very likely explanation, since all Javanese speakers, 

including farmers were supposed to know krama to some degree, and to use it in conversations 

with higher placed individuals. The other explanation that de Waal Malefijt (1963) as well as 

Wolfowitz (1991) gives is that the Surinamese society is more egalitarian than the Indonesian one, 

and that status differences within the Javanese group play a much less important role, since all of 

the contract laborers were of approximately the same social background. This appears to be a more 

likely explanation, which also fits a similar observation in Sarnami, namely the loss of honorific 

distinctions within the pronominal and verbal system as compared to the Indian source languages 

(Yakpo & Muysken 2014: 117). Another explanation could be the acquisition path: Javanese 

children usually learn ngoko first (as I observed in my interviews among Indonesian Javanese) and 

are more explicitly instructed in krama at a later stage (Uhlenbeck 1978: 300). Since in Suriname, 

the acquisition is often interrupted (as explained in 1.3.3), it is more likely that this second part of 

acquisition will disappear. 

 

2.4.4 Javanese-spoken media and cultural institutions  

Javanese is being used quite a lot in Surinamese media, and interestingly, its overall use seems to 

be increasing. However, in the variety of Javanese spoken in the media, the prescriptive influence 

from Indonesian Javanese is striking. This may be at such a level that the Surinamese listeners do 

not even understand it anymore. There are four Javanese radio stations in Suriname: Garuda, 
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Bersama, Mustika, and Pertjajah, associated with the political party Pertajah Luhur. I was able to 

visit the first three stations.  

Garuda was founded in 1996, and offers both radio and television. It claims to be the first 

Javanese speaking medium. Presenters are free to choose their own language between Dutch, 

Sranantongo and Javanese, and they can also mix different languages. Since according to the 

director, it is very hard to find good television presenters who speak both Dutch and Javanese 

well, and there are hardly any Javanese spoken productions available, only one television program 

is completely in Javanese. Most programs on the radio are in Javanese. When they are spoken in 

Javanese, this is usually in the ngoko (informal) speech style, except for obituaries, which are in 

krama (Field notes 20140526, see paragraph 2.4.3 for an explanation of speech styles). There are 

also many Indonesian and Malaysian films broadcasted on television, which are spoken in 

Indonesian or Malaysian and not in Javanese. Interestingly, many of my informants wrongly 

identified the Indonesian and Malaysian spoken in these films as some kind of үhighҰ or үdeepҰ 

Javanese. According to the director of Garuda, in these cases the focus is on the message and 

character of the film, which appeals more to Surinamese Javanese than for example American 

productions would (Field notes 20140508). Reportedly, the presenters of Garuda often use words 

from the Indonesian Javanese dictionary or Indonesian loanwords for modern concepts such as 

former minister (bekas minister), whereas normally in Suriname, speakers would use either a 

Sranantongo or Dutch word for these concepts (20140522).  

Bersama radio station was founded in 1997, and claims to use 75% Javanese and 25% Dutch. 

Here too, presenters are free in their language choice. However, they try to avoid the use of 

loanwords from Dutch and Sranantongo. According to the director, they try to speak as 

'Surinamese Javanese' as possible. The main goal is to provide the Javanese community with news 

and entertainment, and for Bersama it is important to continue speaking and transmitting the 

Javanese language. On this radio station as well, some attention is being paid to Indonesian in the 

form of a three hour language course broadcasted every week (Field notes 20140613). 

The third radio station, Mustika, is described by its director as a multilingual station. When 

presenters speak Javanese, this is always in ngoko, and they are expected to make a conscious effort 

to use as many Javanese words as possible, and to exclude loanwords. However, programs intended 

for teenagers or commercials can be in Dutch. Mustika produces its own television shows, such as 

the news, but it also broadcasts a cooking show provided by the Indonesian Embassy (Field notes 

20140618). 

The most important cultural center of the Surinamese Javanese is Sana Budaya, founded in 

1990 by VHJI (Vereniging Herdenking Javaanse Immigratie үAssociation for the Remembrance of the 

Javanese ImmigrationҰ), by among others the artist Soeki Irodikromo (Field notes 20140514). The 

huge terrain was apparently built with the help of gotong royong (the principle of үmutual 

assistanceҰ). At Sana Budaya, different cultural activities are being organized and courses are 
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offered in for example pencak silat (Javanese martial arts), Javanese dance, Javanese music, ceramics 

lessons, and also Javanese language courses. 

The traditional Javanese wayang play (shadow puppet theatre) is still being performed in 

Suriname. In the contract labor period, wayang plays were an important source of entertainment, 

because Ҳthere was nothing elseҳ (Field notes 20140514). Nowadays, when a wayang play is being 

performed, it is almost never exclusively in Javanese; Dutch and Sranantongo are used as well, in 

order to make it understandable and thus more appealing to the non-Javanese speaking youth 

(Field notes 20140416). The only Surinamese dalang (wayang puppet player) at the moment of my 

fieldwork was Sapto Sopawiro. However, word had it that a young Surinamese Javanese had just 

left for training as a dalang in Solo, Java (Field notes 20140415, 20140416).  

 

2.4.5 Religious institutions  

Within the Javanese community, the different religious institutions use Javanese in different ways. 

The Javanese immigrants were mostly Muslims, and most of them still are, but there have also 

been quite some conversions to Christianity. Within the Surinamese Javanese Muslim 

community, two main groups are generally distinguished: the westbidders (үwest prayersҰ), who 

pray in western direction, which was the tradition on Java; as opposed to the oostbidders (үeast 

prayersҰ), who pray in a north-eastern direction, which is the direction in which the holy town of 

Mecca lies from Suriname. In general, the westbidders maintain some more traditional religious 

or animist practices (devoted to spirits), stemming from the traditional үJavanistҰ religion, whereas 

oostbidders promote a more strict adherence to Islam. With regard to language use, it seems that 

westbidders are more prone to use Javanese than oostbidders, for whom Arabic plays a bigger role 

(Field notes 20140607).  

Christian churches often use more Dutch or Sranan than Javanese, since they do not promote 

themselves as strictly Javanese institutions, and are open to all ethnicities. One exception to this is 

the Dian congregation, which specifically focuses on the Javanese community and uses Javanese 

often in sermons and songs. The Javanese language is also used in the local EBG church 

(Evangelische Broedergemeente, the descendants of the German Moravians or Hernhutters) in 

Domburg, where there is still a very vital Javanese community. Interestingly, even in the churches 

where Javanese is used a lot, it is always mixed with other languages, and never used exclusively, 

not even within a single song. The language level used is mostly ngoko, contrasting with the 

observation of Gooswit (2002b: 293), who stated that during the time of missionary activities, for 

a traditional Javanese it was an үinsultҰ to speak about God in the ngoko level, and therefore 

missionaries had to be able to use more elevated speech levels. However, according to the founder 

of the Dian congregation, ngoko is the most widely spoken and understood speech level in 

Suriname, so that using krama in church would be very unnatural and would make the service 

inaccessible. Reportedly, the PUAS church located in Paramaribo also holds sermons in 

Surinamese Javanese (Field notes 20140515), but I was not able to check this personally.  



Chapter 2: The Javanese community in Suriname: history and sociolinguistic profile 45 

 

 

 

One of my informants, a pastor of an evangelical (EBG) congregation, told me that he 

deliberately uses Javanese in order to appeal to the Javanese community, since Christianity has 

traditionally been associated more with the ethnic groups of Creoles and Dutch (Field notes 

20140505). This is also the goal of the Bible translation project in Surinamese Javanese of SBG 

(het Surinaams Bijbelgenootschap), a work in progress, in which representatives from different 

denominations work together (Field notes 20140505, Field notes 20140515). The language style 

chosen for this translation will be somewhere in between ngoko and krama, so as not to be 

offensive, but still remaining understandable for Surinamese speakers.  

 

2.4.6 Linguistic j udgments and proper Javanese 

Surinamese Javanese speakers are very aware of their (in)ability to speak what they call үpureҰ 

Javanese, and are often ashamed of mixing their languages. During my fieldwork, I always tried to 

make clear to my informants that I was not interested in the үpurenessҰ or үcorrectnessҰ of their 

language, and that they were free to use (words or phrases from) other languages in their 

descriptions as well, if that was more natural to them.  

Especially older people are of the opinion that the younger generation does not speak proper 

Javanese, since the young mostly speak Sranan and Dutch among themselves (20140529). It seems 

that the emphasis on 'proper Javanese' makes the youth even more insecure and has a reverse effect 

(Samidin 2012: 29). It leads to even less use of the Javanese language and more switches to Dutch 

among the young: 

If a young person is in the company of elderly people, he or she usually tries to say 

something polite in Javanese. If this does not follow the right pronunciation or 

stress, the elderly often disapprove. They think that the young should be ashamed 

of not even being able of speaking their own heritage language fluently.15 

(Samidin 2012: 29) 

This experience was confirmed by one of my informants, who also felt insecure when trying to 

speak Javanese, because of the disapproving reactions of usually older speakers (Field notes 

20140419). Many children and younger Javanese have a very limited vocabulary, and only know 

words such as 'sleep' (turu) and 'eat' (mangan) (Field notes 20140415). According to the younger 

generation, Javanese children are not being encouraged to ask a lot of questions about their culture 

and language, and when they ask a question which could be interpreted as critique, the response 

is not always friendly (Field notes 20140429). Some of my informants even reported that the 

Javanese language was used by parents or other elders as a 'secret' language for the children (Field 

                                                                        
15 My translation, original: ҲAls zoҰn jongere in het gezelschap van wat oudere mensen verkeert, dan probeert 

die meestal iets beleefds in het Javaans te zeggen. Gebeurt dat niet volgens de juiste uitspraak of klemtonen, 

dan wordt die al gauw veroordeeld door de ouderen. Die vinden dat jongeren zich moeten schamen als ze hun 

eigen cultuurtaal niet eens vlot kunnen spreken.ҳ 



46 Development of Surinamese Javanese 

 

notes 20140429). All of this in combination with the stigmatization of multilingualism has 

contributed to a decrease in transmission of the language from one generation to the next (Field 

notes 20140508). 

On the other hand, many of the people I asked were also optimistic about the future of the 

Javanese language (Field notes 20140415, Field notes 20140505). They saw a renewed interest in 

the Javanese language among the young, which leads them to taking language courses for example 

(more information about that below). Most young people however only become interested in their 

language when they get slightly older (Field notes 20140419). Informants often believed that the 

language will not disappear entirely, even if it will be spoken by less people (Field notes 20140602). 

An example of the interest of the younger generation in Javanese language is the popularity of 

(Surinamese) Javanese pop music, such as Maroef Amatstam, Mantje Karso, Cheuk-A-Lam and 

others (Field notes 20140426).  

 

2.4.7 Metalinguistic awareness 

Related to the importance of pureness in Javanese language is the metalinguistic awareness that 

many speakers have, especially of the differences between Indonesian Javanese and Surinamese 

Javanese. This especially holds for speakers who have been on holiday to Indonesia or are in 

contact with Indonesian culture, for example through the internet and films (Indonesian films are 

broadcasted on the Surinamese channel Garuda, see 2.4.4). For most speakers, the differences are 

felt to be mostly on the lexical level (Field notes 20140515, Field notes 20140522). Indonesian 

Javanese is said to use more words from Indonesian, whereas Surinamese Javanese uses more 

words from Dutch and Sranan (Field notes 20140522). People are very much aware of the usage 

of loanwords in their own speech, especially after a visit to Indonesia or after they have been in 

touch with an Indonesian speaker of Javanese. This is exemplified by the following quote from 

Soeki Irodikromo, a Javanese artist who stayed in Indonesia for several years (Gooswit 1990: 79): 

I looked like them physically, only I had been born in Suriname, and spoke a 

strange sort of Javanese according to the people there. I did not notice it myself, 

but the people there noticed that I sometimes used strange words. These were the 

Sranantongo words that had come into my speech unnoticed. Then they said: 

Soeki, sorry, stop. What does that mean? Oh, I said then, that was a piece of 

Sranan and then I corrected it.16 

                                                                        
16 My translation, original: ҲUiterlijk leek ik op hen, alleen was ik in Suriname geboren en sprak een raar soort 

Javaans volgens de mensen daar. Ik merkte het zelf niet, maar de mensen daar merkten dat ik soms rare 

woorden gebruikte. Dat waren de Sranantongo woorden die ongemerkt in mijn taalgebruik waren geslopen. 

Dan zeiden ze: Soeki, sorry, stop even. Wat betekent dat nou weer? Oh, zei ik dan, dat is een stukje Sranan en 

dan verbeterde ik het.ҳ 



Chapter 2: The Javanese community in Suriname: history and sociolinguistic profile 47 

 

 

 

Soeki confirmed this story when I spoke to him personally (Field notes 20140514). One of my 

other informants told me that after she had visited Indonesia, she started to speak more 

consciously and үcorrectlyҰ. In her case this meant replacing the Dutch and Sranan loanwords by 

their Javanese equivalents (Field notes 20140515).  

 

2.4.8 Contact with Indonesia, Indonesian Javanese, and Indonesian 

As some people told me, the perspective on Surinamese Javanese as compared to Indonesian 

Javanese can roughly be divided into two 'sides': the one side views the Javanese as spoken in 

Suriname as a separate variety, with its own development and properties that can be taught in its 

own right. The term үSurinamese JavaneseҰ is explicitly used to denote this variety. Within this 

view, the language is seen as dynamic, and the use of loanwords is considered to be natural. The 

proponents of this view do however often stress the importance of standardization of this variety 

(Field notes 20140522).  

On the other hand, there are those who emphasize the importance of keeping the Javanese 

language үpureҰ, and of diverging as little as possible from Indonesian Javanese. The proponents of 

this view consider the influences of Dutch and Sranantongo undesirable (Field notes 20140607). 

For them, mutual intelligibility with Indonesian Javanese is of utmost importance, in order to 

ensure the continued communication with the үmotherlandҰ, through the internet for example. 

This communication with Indonesian Javanese, as they argue, creates Ҳnew impulsesҳ which are 

important in order to keep the language vital, since not many Surinamese speak it as a mother 

tongue anymore (Field notes 20140607, Field notes 20140428). Therefore, they also adhere to 

Indonesian spelling (see relevant section), and have teachers coming directly from Indonesia to 

give language, dance and gamelan lessons (at the Indonesian Embassy; Field notes 20140428). 

Indonesian Javanese is considered the үmother tongueҰ (Field notes 20140429). Most of them see 

the development of Javanese in Suriname as a process of continued losses from this mother tongue, 

such as the loss of the higher speech levels (Field notes 20140607). Most importantly, the language 

courses which are given for example by the Indonesian Embassy strongly rely on this Indonesian 

Javanese үstandardҰ (Field notes 20140609). 

As also mentioned in paragraph 2.4.4 on Javanese-spoken media, Indonesian plays a role as 

well. Reportedly, many people want to learn Indonesian instead of or next to Javanese (Field notes 

20140419), since this is the lingua franca of Indonesia nowadays, which they still somehow feel 

related to. This is evidenced by the interest in Indonesian language courses at the Indonesian 

Embassy, and the popularity of Indonesian-spoken films on Javanese TV channels such as Mustika 

and Garuda. 

 

2.4.9 Gender and language 

Even if most of the Javanese can speak both Sranantongo and Dutch (apart from Javanese), use of 

these languages is not distributed randomly. One of the factors that it is connected with is gender: 



48 Development of Surinamese Javanese 

 

very roughly speaking, Dutch is more connected to үfemaleҰ speech and Sranantongo more to үmaleҰ 

speech. This leads to the observation that male speakers tend to use Sranantongo more frequently 

while female speakers use more Dutch. This has been observed in survey data among both children 

and adult speakers (e.g. Léglise & Migge 2015; Hunley & Bowie 2001). Hunley & Bowie (2001) 

show that both men and women have a preference for using Dutch in үformalҰ situations, although 

the preference is slightly stronger among women. In casual situations (with friends, family or 

inter-ethnic communication), male speakers prefer to use Sranantongo, while female speakers 

prefer Dutch. Léglise & Migge (2015: 44) observe that more boys than girls indicate Sranantongo 

as their L1 or L2 (4.5% and 23% of girls versus 7% and 37.5% of boys). This is explained by the 

alignment of the associations of Sranantongo with peer solidarity and forthrightness as local 

norms of boyhood/masculinity. 

Women are often seen as the carriers of the heritage language, Javanese, as well as 

emphasizing Dutch. The following quote from Suparlan describes the language use of a Javanese 

mother in the early 1970s: 

 

In bringing up her children she will stress acquisition of Western-Dutch culture 

traits and the Dutch language, because she believes that those are the attributes of 

modern people and the vehicle for achieving progress and well-being. 

Nevertheless, she will use some Javanese words and etiquette with her children. 

(Suparlan 1995: 68) 

 

The role of gender during linguistic data collection in Suriname has been recognized by Yakpo & 

Muysken (2014), who observed that participants tend to use more Sranantongo in a multilingual 

setting, when the interviewer is male. This was also confirmed during my data collection, both 

implicitly and explicitly (statements during the interviews, people giving meta-linguistic 

comments in Dutch etc). Although this gender difference is certainly not to be taken as a one-to-

one correspondence, there is certainly a tendency for conversations with male participants to be 

conducted Sranantongo, while female participants tend more towards Dutch. This leads me to 

assuming that my informants might have tended more towards Dutch than they would naturally 

do when they were being interviewed, first because of my Dutch nationality and use of the Dutch 

language (in which I conducted most of the interviews), and furthermore because of my gender. 

 

2.5 Contact with Sranantongo 

Sranantongo is an English-lexifier creole spoken in Suriname, and is a member of the Surinam 

subgroup of the Atlantic English-based creole languages (Adamson & Smith 1994: 219). It 

developed as a means of communication on the plantations from as early as the mid-seventeenth 

century. Nowadays, it is spoken by virtually the whole population of Suriname as a first or second 
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language, and frequently used as a means of communication between different ethnic groups. As 

discussed in the historical overview, the Surinamese Javanese started speaking Sranantongo to 

some extent from the very beginning of the indentured labor (Suparlan 1995: 94; St-Hilaire 2001: 

1008). Even if bilingualism probably really took off from the second generation of immigrants 

onwards, it has always been an important language, and the first generation already took over 

quite some words from Sranan, related for instance to tools used on the plantations, the natural 

environment or basic social vocabulary (Yakpo 2015). Throughout the historical development, 

usage of Sranantongo within the Javanese community has remained relatively stable, mostly as a 

means of interethnic communication, but also as a language used among Javanese themselves, 

usually with peers. 

Recent numbers show that Sranantongo remains to be widely spoken in Suriname: under 

school children, it is claimed to be in the repertoire of 79%, even though only 6% claim it as their 

first language. The low degree of L1 and monolingual Sranantongo speakers testifies to its 

previously mentioned function as a language of interethnic communication, or Ҳlinking languageҳ 

(Léglise & Migge 2015: 26). It is always part of a greater multilingual repertoire. Sranantongo is 

claimed to a lesser degree overall than Dutch, and the children often had to be prompted to 

mention it, which is indicative of the lower social prestige and the idea that it is to some degree an 

Ҳimplicit or habitual languageҳ (Léglise & Migge 2015: 29). In my own fieldwork, I also came across 

this view. Informants often did not mention Sranantongo at first when asked for the languages 

that they speak. When asked about Sranantongo explicitly, they often replied in a way that showed 

they considered being able to speak Sranantongo as totally self-evident, making statements about 

it being such an easy language to learn. In line with the previous descriptions, it was often 

characterized as a language of interethnic communication, but not usually identified as an in-group 

language of a specific group (for instance creoles).  

As for its social functions, Lèglise & Migge characterize it as a Ҳlanguage of peer solidarityҳ, 

which is less frequently used with older generation (Léglise & Migge 2015: 40). This is however 

not a strict classification, as shown for instance by the case of an eleven-year old Javanese boy from 

Commewijne, who uses Sranantongo as a linking language with his father and paternal 

grandparents, in conjunction with Javanese (Léglise & Migge 2015: 36). This usage of the language 

with peers and friends, especially at school, was something that was also frequently mentioned by 

my respondents, as well as the function of linking language with other ethnic groups. This 

association with peers was also shown by the way that respondents had acquired Sranantongo: 

usually this was said to have been at school, with their friends. The self-reported age of acquisition 

ranged considerably, from four to fifteen years old, and there was almost no one who said to have 

been learning and speaking Sranantongo since birth. 

Sranantongo was also frequently mentioned as a language used at work, often with co-

workers or clients who do not speak or understand Dutch very well. One other situation that was 

frequently cited in the interviews was the usage with shop owners: Surinamese shops are often 
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run by relatively recent immigrants from China, who do not have a very tight attachment to 

Suriname and the Dutch language. This is because legally speaking, it is relatively easy for them to 

settle in Suriname, and they often consider it as a starting point for settlement in other parts of 

the region (for instance the United States). Because of this idea of temporality, their children often 

do not go to school in Suriname, but are sent to China to live with family. Apart from Chinese, 

these shop owners or workers usually only speak (a perhaps limited form of) Sranantongo, which 

shows its important status as the Surinamese lingua franca. In my interviews, Sranantongo was 

not frequently mentioned as a language used with older generations, apart from some exceptions. 

It was often linked more to male speech than to female speech, as mentioned above in section 

2.4.9.  

Even if individual bilingualism is not stable throughout life (considering the usually late start 

of acquisition), community bilingualism with Sranantongo among the Javanese has been more or 

less stable throughout time, location and social class. This is seen from the fact that it has been 

mentioned from the early days in descriptions by Ismael (1949) and Suparlan (1995), and that 

Sranantongo is used throughout all social classes, and competence in it is even today considered 

to be self-evident. In my interviews, I did not observe striking differences between respondents in 

the city and the districts with regard to their competence, manner of acquisition and usage 

frequency of Sranantongo. Even if many sources report the lower prestige vis-à-vis Dutch, which 

may lead to Sranantongo being less used, there is in my view no real competition between these 

languages, since they have always been used in different domains and for different functions. In 

fact, Sranantongo even seems to be regaining some terrain in for instance advertisement and the 

media (see 2.4.2). Relative to Javanese, the domains in which Sranantongo is used have remained 

quite stable: at school, with peers and with people who do not speak or understand Dutch. Because 

of their interethnic character, these are situations in which Javanese would usually not be a viable 

alternative. This is different with Dutch however, as we will see in the next section. 

Examples of Sranan words that were frequently encountered in the corpus are planga үplankҰ, 

tiki үstickҰ, busbusi үforest/bushҰ, swampu үswampҰ, gotro үgutterҰ, soso үonlyҰ, but also discourse markers 

such as no үrightҰ or ey үheyҰ. Code-switches are usually expressions such as mi gado үmy godҰ. 

 

2.6 Contact with Dutch 

Dutch has been the official language of Suriname since colonial times, and has remained so after 

the Independence in 1975. Being the official language, it is used as the language of schooling (since 

1877), of most media and advertisement, of most business and working environments and of the 

government. The Dutch spoken in Suriname has developed into a unique variety, mainly because 

of influences from Sranantongo on phonology, lexicon, morphology and syntax, and is usually 

designated as үSurinamese DutchҰ (Bies 2008), as opposed to үEuropean DutchҰ spoken in The 

Netherlands (Borges et al. 2017: 329). It is important to distinguish the variety of Dutch spoken in 

Suriname from Dutch as spoken in The Netherlands and Belgium. Surinamese Dutch is an 
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ethnolect of Dutch (De Kleine, 2007; Muysken, 2013; Muysken 2017), and was first mentioned at 

the beginning of the 20th century by Van Ginneken (1913; cited in Muysken, 2013). Its basis is 

European Dutch from The Netherlands, with strong substrate influences from Sranantongo 

(Muysken 2017: 289), and possibly influences from second language acquisition processes 

(Muysken 2017: 291). Most studies on Surinamese Dutch focus on the domains where deviations 

from European Dutch are found: its lexicon and semantics. Studies investigating possible syntactic 

differences are yet scarce, but Muysken (2017) provides a list of distinctive syntactic features of 

Surinamese Dutch.17  

In this thesis I will simply use үDutchҰ to refer to the language that has been in contact with 

Surinamese Javanese, since at this moment there is no reason to assume that the varieties differ 

significantly in the grammatical domains relevant for the case studies; these domains have not 

been signalled as distinctive features of Surinamese Dutch in a recent description by Muysken 

(2017 and sources cited therein). Furthermore, it is unclear to what extent Surinamese Dutch was 

already a distinctive variety at the time of the start of language contact with Javanese in Suriname. 

For forming the hypotheses in the case studies, I will base myself on sources on European Dutch, 

since this variety has been most extensively described. For the comparisons in the case studies, I 

will also use corpus data on Surinamese Dutch that I collected. Whenever differences between the 

Dutch varieties in the relevant domain have been studied or observed in the data, this will be 

indicated in the relevant chapters and sections. 

As described in the historical overview in 2.2, the contact with and thereby influence of 

Dutch has been changing over the years. In the initial period of indentured labor, it was not 

deemed necessary to speak Dutch, since conversations with higher officials were usually mediated 

by an interpreter. Some Javanese did pick up some words to raise their social status, but 

competence in Dutch remained relatively low until around the end of the Second World War, due 

in part to the low rate of school attendance among the Javanese. Even when more children 

attended school, it was often reported that they had problems with the Dutch used in schools 

because of their linguistic background (Hellinga 1955: 17). For a long time, Dutch was only 

common among a relatively small үeliteҰ or higher-class Javanese. 

In the period following the Second World War, knowledge and use of Dutch slowly spread 

into the middle-class of Javanese (Suparlan 1995: 116). At the end of the 1970s, Wolfowitz (1991: 

31) observes a trend among especially urban Javanese families to use Dutch as a language of 

socialization, a trend that has been growing ever since, culminating in a high percentage of 

Javanese now claiming Dutch as their L1, regardless of social class. 

In Suriname overall, Dutch is overwhelmingly claimed to be in the repertoire of school 

children: 99% of them can speak it, and 65% claims Dutch to be their L1 (Léglise & Migge 2015: 

                                                                        
17 These include the frequent non-realization of function words er үthereҰ and expletive het үitҰ, overuse of 

demonstrative deictics as determiners, overgeneralization of common gender, and verb-medial (rather than 

verb-final) word order in subordinate clauses. 



52 Development of Surinamese Javanese 

 

26 although they have some doubts about how accurate this number is). Dutch has different 

functions throughout the country: it is in the repertoire everywhere, but is most widely claimed 

as an L1 in Paramaribo and western Suriname (Coronie, Nickerie). In other parts of the country, 

it is more used as an L2, and serves as a Ҳlinking languageҳ, a function occupied by Sranantongo in 

many other areas (Léglise & Migge 2015: 29). Instead, in these areas Sranantongo and other creoles 

or Maroon languages seem to be used more and more in the domains that used to be more Dutch. 

This dichotomy of usage of Dutch between the urban and other areas is in their view a case of 

multiple causation: on the one hand, people in the areas outside of the capital probably had little 

access to education and therefore to Dutch, because of problems such as lack of teachers and 

training, as well as teacher strikes. On the other hand, stigmatization of the inhabitants of the rural 

parts by townspeople might have in turn led to negative attitudes towards the people living in the 

capital, and thus to the language attached to them, Dutch (Léglise & Migge 2015: 39Ҭ40).  

In my interviews, I also came across this dichotomy: respondents in the capital and in places 

close to it (such as Lelydorp) usually reported a higher proficiency and more frequent usage of 

Dutch than those in the districts (especially Commewijne). Even if the rate of proficiency in 

Sranantongo remained quite stable through the regions, it was common for inhabitants of districts 

such as Commewijne to rate their proficiency in Sranan as higher than in Dutch, whereas this was 

uncommon for inhabitants of more urban areas, and in fact often was the other way around (Dutch 

rated higher than Sranan). The start of acquisition of Dutch is usually either from birth with (one 

of) the parents, or from the age of entering primary school, around four or five. However, it does 

occur quite frequently that even those speakers who have acquired it from birth, rate their own 

proficiency as low. This is probably related to the high level of meta-linguistic awareness, and the 

sense that there is a real үstandardҰ for Dutch, since emphasis in school is very much laid on this 

correct standard (which is usually European Dutch). This is of course different for Sranan, where 

most speakers claim a higher competence without much hesitation (with some exceptions of 

course). It is frequently cited as a language used inside the family, usually with the children, as well 

as spoken in school or at work. The fact that so many speakers claim using it as the language of 

socialization with their children shows that Javanese and Dutch are in competition in this domain. 

Bilingualism in Dutch is therefore not stable: it has increased throughout the years, spread more 

through the social classes, and is more common in the urban areas. 

Frequent insertions from Dutch in the corpus included coordinators and adverbs such as en 

үandҰ, want үbecauseҰ, plotseling үsuddenlyҰ. Code-switches into Dutch occurred when expressing 

meta-linguistic comments or doubts, such as ik weet [word] niet in het Javaans үI donҰt know [word] 

in JavaneseҰ or ik noem het [word] үI call it [word]Ұ. 

 

2.7 Code-switching 

One of the most salient aspects of multilingualism in Surinamese Javanese is frequent code-

switching. Even if the topic is too large to address in a complete way in this thesis, I feel that it is 
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appropriate to give a short description of it, for the reader to get some impression. After all, code-

switching can be Ҳseen as a principal cause of contact-induced change and convergenceҳ (Yakpo & 

Muysken 2014: 119), and is thus very relevant for understanding the changes described in the 

following chapters. As shown by Yakpo & Muysken (2014), code-switching and mixing is very 

common in Suriname, which they describe as Ҳconventionalized linguistic practiceҳ in Sarnami 

(Yakpo & Muysken 2014: 119). This usually involves code-switching between three languages in 

the Surinamese situation: Dutch, Sranantongo and another language, in this case Sarnami or in 

the case of this thesis, Javanese. The data of the case study on code-switching in Sarnami showed 

that there was an inequality of Dutch and Sranantongo, and that Dutch was most used as a source 

language for switches. This was explained by the recording context, which, being perceived as a 

more formal situation, probably favoured Dutch. The most frequently switched single words are 

nouns, adverbs and clause linkers. 

Here I will report on a case study that I carried out to explore the topic of code-switching. 

The results will be analyzed quantitatively, and I will describe the general tendencies that were 

found, and the most important preliminary conclusions and questions for further research. 

The case study concerns the recording of an interview about a historical event in the 

Surinamese Javanese community: the remigration of a group of about 1,000 Javanese from 

Suriname to Indonesia in 1954 with the ship Langkoeas (see section 2.2.4.3). There were three 

main speakers, all female: MaAt (SJ-30-86F), who was interviewed by ElAt (MaAtҰs daughter, SJ-

30-401-51F) and HeWi (a friend of the family, SJ-58-44F).18 The present author was also present 

during the interview, but did not participate in it. The interview was recorded in Lelydorp (district 

Wanica). Of the 1.5 hours in total, 33 minutes were transcribed and annotated for analysis. 

For the categorization of the code-switches, I distinguish between single-word and multi-

word code-switches. The distinction between single-word and multi-word is among others 

motivated by Poplack, Sankoff and Miller (1988). Multi -word is defined as Ҳsentence fragments 

which remain morphologically and syntactically unadapted to recipient-language patternsҳ 

(Poplack, Sankoff and Miller 1988: 53). In my study, I took a broader definition of multi-word 

fragments, which included all words of the same language which are uttered in a sequence, i.e. 

with no word from another language intervening (mixed code-switches between Sranantongo and 

Dutch were thus counted separately). Every non-native element was coded as single-word or 

multi-word. 

The overview of single-word switches for every speaker is given in Table 2.2. These switches 

were counted as tokens. 

 

 

 

                                                                        
18 Since MaAt and HeWi were not part of the basic corpus and the studies in other chapters, their speaker 

codes do not include socio-linguistic information. 
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Table 2.2: Source languages of single- word switches in Interview Langkoeas. 

 
Dutch (% of all 

tokens) 

Sranan (% of all 

tokens) 

Total tokens 

MaAt 62 (2.8%) 25 (1.1%) 2257 

ElAt 32 (7.2%) 8 (1.8%) 447 

HeWi 33 (5.4%) 9 (1.5%) 613 

 

As is clear from the table, MaAt uses the least single-word switches of all speakers, for both 

languages. As for the division of languages, it is clear that for all three speakers, Dutch is the main 

source language for insertions or borrowings, and provides the majority of single-word switches. 

However, there is a difference in the relative proportion of Sranantongo items, which is higher 

for MaAt, the older speaker (almost 29% of all switches is Sranan, versus 21% for HeWi and 20% 

for ElAt).  

An overview of multi-word switches is given in Table 2.3. None of the speakers uses 

Sranantongo as a source language for multi-word switches. MaAt again shows the least switching 

and HeWi the most. 

 

Table 2.3: Multi-word switches (cases) in Interview Langkoeas. 

 Dutch Sranan Total tokens 

MaAt 5 0 2257 

ElAt 9 0 447 

HeWi 13 0 613 

 

To understand more about the way code-switching is used by these three speakers, I looked into 

the single-word switches in more depth, dividing them according to linguistic category. Table 2.4 

gives the frequencies of the different word categories found in the Dutch single-word switches. 

The distribution of categories is different between the speakers: for MaAt, single-switches in 

Dutch are limited to nouns, names and a few verbs and adjectives, while ElAt and especially HeWi 

show a much broader range of categories, where HeWi even uses words of almost all categories. 

The categories of single-word switches to Sranantongo are given in Table 2.5. 
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Table 2.4: Word categories of Dutch single-word switches (tokens) in Interview Langkoeas. 

 MaAt  ElAt  HeWi  

Noun 34 (54.8%) 10 (31.3%) 7 (21.2%) 

Adjective 4 (6.5%) 0 1 (3%) 

Verb 2 (3.2%) 0 1 (3%) 

Adverb 0 1 (3.2%) 5 (15.2%) 

Conjunction 0 6 (18.8%) 7 (21.2%) 

Preposition 0 7 (21.9%) 4 (12.1%) 

Complementizer 0 0 1 (3%) 

Determiner 0 0 1 (3%) 

Interjection/particle 0 6 (18.8%) 4 (12.1%) 

Name 22 (34.9%) 2 (6.3%) 1 (3%) 

Numeral 0 0 1 (3%) 

Abbreviation 0 0 0 

Total  62 32 33 

 

 

Table 2.5: Word categories of Sranan single-word switches (tokens) in Interview Langkoeas. 

 MaAt ElAt  HeWi 

Noun 9 (36%) 2 (25%) 4 (44.4%) 

Adjective 1 (4%)  1 (11.1%) 

Verb 1 (4%) 6 (75%) 2 (22.2%) 

Adverb 9 (36%)  1 (11.1%) 

Conjunction    

Preposition    

Complementizer    

Determiner    

Interjection/particle 3 (12%)  1 (11.1%) 

Name 2 (8%)   

Numeral    

Multiple    

Abbreviation    

Total  25 8 9 
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Here, the picture seems to be the other way around: now MaAt is the speaker with the widest 

range of categories, of which the most frequent ones are nouns and adverbs. ElAt shows the least 

variability, using only nouns and verbs, and HeWi is close to MaAt in variability. 

In sum, this case study shows that there are various factors to consider when studying code-

switching in Surinamese Javanese, such as the difference between single-word and multi-word, 

and the different behavior of word classes. It is essential to look at the distribution of the different 

contact languages, since these behave differently. This is not unexpected, considering their 

differential history of language contact with Javanese (see 2.5 and 2.6). In fact, studying the 

differences in code-switching behavior between these languages may offer more insights into the 

way contact may have developed over the years (by looking for example at which categories 

assume a deeper, longer contact, and which could be classified as recent loans). 

Another important factor to consider is speaker variation, and how this can be related to 

biographical factors. For example in this study, the factor age turned out to be important: it was 

shown that there is a consistent difference between on the one hand the younger speakers (ElAt 

and HeWi) and on the other hand the older speaker (MaAt). The older speaker uses less single- 

and multi-word switches overall, relatively more from Sranantongo, and is also more variable in 

terms of word categories in Sranantongo than in Dutch. This suggests a longer and more profound 

contact with Sranantongo, and less proficiency in Dutch. This is in line with the description given 

in the historical overview, where Sranantongo was assumed to have been in contact with Javanese 

earlier, and Dutch to have had more influence on younger speakers. 

 

2.8 Summary and conclusions 

This second part of the chapter discussed the current socio-linguistic situation of the Surinamese 

Javanese. Nowadays, the Surinamese Javanese are usually trilingual, and many of them have given 

up the Javanese language as a household language in favour of Dutch, especially in the urban areas. 

Javanese is still frequently spoken by and to older people, in religious and cultural institutions and 

celebrations, and as a daily language in the less urban regions. An important difference in the 

contact situations, which will be relevant for this thesis, is the differential time depth of contact 

with Dutch and Sranantongo. Contact with Sranantongo started earlier, and has remained more 

or less stable in terms of intensity. Older generations have similar knowledge of Sranantongo as 

younger generations, if not slightly more, as was shown by the case study of code-switching in the 

last section. Contact with Dutch on the other hand, has quickly intensified over the last years, 

through increased schooling and societal participation of the Javanese, and contact with family in 

The Netherlands. Therefore, younger generations speak Dutch more frequently and more 

fluently, as shown by the case study in code-switching, where the younger speakers switched to 

Dutch more frequently, both in absolute and relative terms.



 

3. Sketch grammar of Javanese 
This chapter provides an overview of the most important grammatical characteristics of Javanese. 

It is based on different sources and varieties: when no specific source is indicated, the description 

is based on grammatical descriptions of Indonesian (Standard/Central) Javanese. However, now 

and then these descriptions will be supplemented by data from my corpus on Indonesian and 

Surinamese Javanese. This will be in cases where relevant differences with Surinamese Javanese 

or between the different dialects (East and Central) have been observed. On the basis of these 

comparisons, I will try to make a first attempt at classifying Surinamese Javanese among the 

Javanese dialects. This section is therefore not meant to give a complete grammatical description, 

but aims at giving some idea of the basic structure and grammatical components of the Javanese 

language, and the position of Surinamese Javanese within them. 

 

3.1 Classification and dialectology 

Javanese is spoken on the island of Java, Indonesia. While the official language of Indonesia is 

Indonesian (Bahasa Indonesia), Javanese is the most widely-spoken regional language of Indonesia, 

with a total of about 84.3 million speakers worldwide, of whom most live in the central and eastern 

areas of Java (Simons & Fennig 2018). Other speaker groups are found in New Caledonia, Sumatra, 

Malaysia, Papua and Suriname. The Javanese speakers themselves call their language basa Jawa 

үJavanese languageҰ or cara Jawa, literally үJavanese manner/wayҰ. Javanese belongs to the 

Austronesian language family, and falls under the Javanese subgroup of the Malayo-Polynesian 

branch (Simons & Fennig 2018). This Javanese subgroup includes five languages in total, under 

which two varieties of Javanese spoken outside of Indonesia: Surinamese Javanese, the variety 

under study in this thesis and New Caledonian Javanese. The other two languages of the Javanese 

subgroup are Osing and Tengger, both spoken on Java. The grouping of Javanese has been a 

matter of dispute. Should it be grouped together with Malay, Sundanese and Madurese, or are 

these three languages more closely related to each other than to Javanese? (Nothofer 2006: 114) 

The geographically neighboring languages of Javanese are (numbers of speakers as found in 

Ethnologue (Simons & Fennig 2018) included in brackets): Sundanese (34 million), Madurese (6.8 

million), Betawi (5 million), Osing (300,000), Tengger (80,000), Peranakan Indonesian (20,000) 

and Badui (20,000). With its 69 million speakers on Java, Javanese comprises more speakers than 

all other languages together. 

The language is traditionally divided into three main dialects: Western Javanese, Central 

Javanese and Eastern Javanese (Nothofer 2006: 113; Hoogervorst 2009: 10; Krauße 2017: 7). This 

is also illustrated in Figure 3.1. There are not many detailed studies that divide these main dialects 

into sub-dialects, and most work has been done on the Western and Central Javanese dialect 

(Nothofer 1980; Nothofer 1981). The Central Javanese dialect of Surakarta and Yogyakarta is 

generally accepted as Standard Javanese (Dudas 1976: iv). Apart from Western, Central and 

Eastern Javanese, Krauße (2017: 8) proposes a fourth group of үMixed JavaneseҰ, under which he 
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classifies the Javanese spoken in Papua, New-Caledonia and Suriname. As this sketch, and the 

coming chapters, will show, Surinamese Javanese seems to be indeed a mix of different dialect 

properties (from mostly Central and Eastern Javanese). 

Speakers of Javanese in Indonesia are mostly Javanese-Indonesian bilinguals, since 

Indonesian is the national language and the language of education, media, literature and the 

government. Speakers use the Javanese language amongst themselves in daily life, and in Javanese 

ritual ceremonies. It has no official status but is recognized as a regional language. Javanese is 

taught at schools as a subject, but is not used as the language of instruction. Javanese is written in 

a syllabic alphabet based on an Indian script (Aksara Jawa). Written Javanese is taught at schools 

and universities, but in practice the script is barely used by its speakers, only by scholars (Salindo, 

2009). 

The first version of this grammar sketch was written for a class on Fieldwork Methods at 

Leiden University in 2012, based on a speaker of Eastern Javanese. This data set consisted of a total 

of 381 sentences, distributed over elicitation sessions and narratives. If no specific reference is 

given, the examples come from this data set. I have now supplemented this sketch with data and 

descriptions from other references as well as corpus data collected for this study of speakers from 

Central Java and East Java and Suriname (for an overview of Indonesian Javanese speakers see 

section 4.4.3, for an overview of all the corpora see 4.6). 

 

3.2 Phonology 

This section will present the Javanese phonemes. The generally recognized consonants of Javanese 

can be found in Table 3.1 (based on Ogloblin 2005; Nothofer 2006).  

Most of the stops come in homorganic pairs. The distinction between these pairs is in fact 

not voiced/voiceless, but rather described as stiff/slack or heavy/light, of which the үvoicedҰ 

member is in fact also voiceless, but followed by a breathy vowel (Fagan 1988; Blust 2013: 190). 

The distinction between dental-alveolar /t , d/ and retroflex /ᾄ, Ὃ/  (Arps et al. 2000: 25; Ogloblin 

Figure 3.1: Map of Javanese dialects (Hatley 1984: 24). 
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2005: 615; Robson 1992: 10; Vruggink 2001: xiv) deserves special attention. These retroflex 

phonemes have been traced back to Proto-Malayo-Javanic, the ancestor of Javanese and some 

related languages (Nothofer 1975). However, the distinction seems to be in the process of 

disappearing in Surinamese Javanese, where the consonants appear to be on the way to merger 

into a dental stop. This has been noted by Vruggink (2001: xlv), and further explored in a study by 

Irene Ossi Widyastuti and Zainur Rofiq (reported in Villerius 2017a). The exact status of these 

phonemes and how they are affected by language contact remains a topic for further investigation. 

The Javanese vowel phonemes are represented in Table 3.2 (based on Ogloblin 2005). 

 

Table 3.2: Javanese vowels. 

  Front  Central Back 

High i   u 

Mid  e 

ὑ 

ᴅ o 

 

Low 
 

a 
 

 

There is some discussion about the status of vocal phonemes in Javanese: Nothofer (2006) 

proposes a system of only six vowels (i, e, ᴅ, a, u, o), with allophonic rules to explain the alternation 

of [e] and [o] with [ὑ] and [ ]. However, these rules turn out to not always make the correct 

predictions concerning the appearance of these vowels; hence I rather treat / e, o, ὑ, /  as separate 

phonemes. 

The pronunciation of the phoneme /a/ is subject to allophonic rules, which actually differ 

between the different dialects (Hoogervorst 2009; Krauße 2017). In Western Javanese, /a/ is 

                                                                        
19 In the Javanese spelling used in this thesis, the retroflex stops are represented as th and dh respectively. 

Table 3.1: Javanese consonants. 

 

B
ila

b
ia

l 

L
a

b
io

d
e

n
ta

l 

D
e

n
ta

l 

A
lv

e
o

la
r
 

R
e

tr
o
fle

x
 

P
a

la
ta

l 

V
e

la
r 

G
lo

tt
a

l 

Voiceless stop p  t  ᾄ19 c k ᾐ 

ˍVoiced stopˎ b  d  Ὃ j g  

Nasal m   n  Ὤ ŉ  

Fricative     s    h 

Approximant  w        

Liquid     l, r  y   
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retained in all contexts, hence kanca үfriendҰ is pronounced [kaὬcaᾐ], and kancané үhis/her/the 

friendҰ is pronounced [kaὬcane]. In Central Javanese, /a/ becomes [] in word-final open syllables 

and penultimate open syllables where a following open syllable has /a/; hence kanca is pronounced 

[kὉὬcὉ]. In case of suffixation, /a/ is retained; e.g. kancané is pronounced [kaὬcane]. In Eastern 

Javanese, the rule for raising in free words forms is the same as in Central Javanese; hence kanca 

is pronounced [kὉὬcὉ], but the [ ] is kept in combination with a suffix: kancané becomes 

[kὉὬcὉne]. In this respect, the phonology of Surinamese Javanese in my corpus mostly resembles 

that of Central Javanese: kanca is pronounced [kὉὬcὉ], and kancané is pronounced [kaὬcane].20 

 

3.3 Word classes 

Word classes in Javanese, as in many other Malayic languages, are not easily identifiable, since 

there is quite some flexibility between classes. In symmetrical voice languages, to which Javanese 

belongs, Ҳthe syntactic distinction between nouns and verbs is often somewhat less clearly 

delineated in that word-forms which semantically appear to be verbs easily and without further 

morphological modification occur in nominal functions and vice versaҳ (Himmelmann 2005: 127). 

Examples in Javanese are words that can be used as adjectives and intransitive verbs, such as cilik 

үsmall/be smallҰ, without displaying differences in syntactic behavior (Ogloblin 2005: 599). Despite 

this flexibility, it is still possible to make a rough distinction between open (verbs, nouns, adjectives 

and adverbs) and closed (pronouns, demonstratives, prepositions, auxiliaries) word classes, which 

is described below. 

 

3.3.1 Verbs 

Verbs describe an action or event, and are the head of verb phrases, in which they function as 

predicates, and give semantic roles to their arguments. Verbs in Javanese are not inflected for 

number or person, but their distinguishing morphological characteristics are that they can take 

prefixes for voice and valency changes (section 3.7) and imperative suffixes (section 3.8). They can 

be modified by tense-mood-aspect markers (section 3.3.8). Verbs can be monovalent (intransitive) 

as in (2) or bivalent (transitive) as in (3); trivalent (ditransitive) verbs are usually formed by means 

of an applicative suffix. 

 

(2) tikus-é turu  

 mouse-DEF sleep  

 үThe mouse sleeps.Ұ (JAV-20160331-IJ-49-C-55F-stories) 

 

 

                                                                        
20 It was noted by Vruggink (p.c.) that the pronunciation [kὉὬcὉne] also occurs in Suriname. Since I did not 

come across this form in my corpus, I would assume that it is at least less common, but it may be a sign that 

the phonology of Surinamese Javanese is more mixed than it may seem here. 
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(3) arek lanang iki n-jukuk eskrim  

 person  DEM.PROX AV-take ice.cream  

 үThis boy takes an ice cream.Ұ (JAV-20160419-IJ-15-E-63F-clips) 

 

3.3.2 Nouns 

Nouns refer to entities, and function as arguments in Javanese. Nouns are the head of a noun 

phrase, and can be combined with adjectives, demonstratives, numerals and definite/possessive 

suffixes. I will come back to most of these possible combinations in the section 3.5.2. Nouns in 

Javanese are not inflected for number or case, although reduplication can add a plural meaning, 

see 3.4.2. 

 

3.3.3 Adjectives 

In Javanese, adjectives can appear in two positions: as the predicate in a main clause, or as modifier 

of the noun (following the noun in that case) (Robson 1992: 43). There has been some discussion 

about whether Javanese really has a class of adjectives distinguished from verbs (Schachter 1985, 

cited in Conners 2008: 91). It is true that there is some overlap between the classes of adjectives 

and verbs (e.g. they can both act as predicates in a clause without extra marking, because Javanese 

does not have copula). However the distributional arguments given to conflate these categories in 

Riau Indonesian by Gil (Conners 2008: 102) do not apply to Javanese as far as I know: adjectives 

cannot be modified by auxiliary TMA-words. In fact, I consider as adjectives the class of words 

that can appear as modifiers of a noun without use of the relativizer sing, which is necessary with 

verbs, e.g. bocah sing mlaku үa child that is walkingҰ versus bocah cilik үsmall childҰ (see also the 

discussion on direct versus indirect modification in Vander Klok 2013). 

 

3.3.4 Adverbs 

The class of adverbs can be distinguished on the basis of their morphology as well as their syntactic 

behavior (Vander Klok 2012: 38). Morphologically, all words that have prefix sak- үone.QUANTҰ, 

such as sak-iki үnow litt. one.QUANT-thisҰ and suffix ƥ(n)é (homonymous but unrelated to the 

definite suffix) such as tenané үreallyҰ are adverbs. Syntactically, they can appear sentence-initially 

as well as in between the subject and verb, and most of them can also appear sentence-finally. 

Some of the most important monomorphemic adverbs are listed below (Robson 1992: 81Ҭ83). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



62 Development of Surinamese Javanese 

 

Table 3.3: Overview of most frequent non-derived adverbs. 

Adverb Meaning 

wingi үyesterdayҰ 

sésuk үtomorrowҰ 

mengko үshortlyҰ 

biyèn үformerly, onceҰ 

bésuk үlater on, in the futureҰ 

kerep үfrequentlyҰ 

terus үdirectlyҰ 

suwé үlongҰ 

tau үeverҰ 

adoh үfarҰ 

cedhak үnearҰ 

 

3.3.5 Personal and possessive pronouns 

Below is an overview of the pronouns of some Javanese varieties and speech styles (for a 

description of these, see 2.2.3.3). It turns out that the Surinamese Javanese pronominal paradigm 

patterns mostly with Central Javanese ngoko. Plural in pronouns is usually not expressed in a single 

pronoun, but expressed in phrases such as aku kabèh үI allҰ, awaké dhéwé үwe (lit. body the.own)Ұ 

(Ogloblin 2005: 598) or arèk-arèk ү they (lit. child~REDҰ). Another strategy to indicate plurality is 

to place padha үsame, alikeҰ in front of the predicate. The only monomorphemic plural pronouns 

are kita ү1PLҰ in Javanese krama and kalian ү2PLҰ in Eastern Surabaya Javanese, which are both 

borrowings from Indonesian. 

In Surinamese Javanese, I frequently find the variant aédhéwé for awaké dhéwé, which is also 

found in the dictionary of Surinamese Javanese by Vruggink (2001). The phonetic reduction of 

this form possibly indicates that it is on the way of becoming more grammaticalized. In Table 3.5, 

I give the frequencies of the most frequently used pronouns. Even if this corpus is not necessarily 

representative of pronoun use (since it is only elicitations/descriptions and no conversations), I 

think it is still remarkable how much more frequently the second person pronoun is used in 

Surinamese Javanese. Possibly, this indicates a change in progress, where pronouns are being less 

avoided in Suriname, in line with the contact languages. this is consistent with my own 

experiences in the field, where the second person pronoun was commonly used, even if I also 

heard comments that it might be considered impolite. 
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Table 3.4: Overview of pronouns in Javanese varieties.21 

 Surinamese 

Javanesea, b 

Central 

Javanese 

ngokoc, d 

Central 

Javanese 

kramad 

Central 

Javanese 

krama inggild 

Eastern 

Javanese 

(Surabaya)e(Kr

auße 

2017)(Krauße 

2017)(Krauße 

2017) 

1SG aku aku kula dalem aku 

2SG kowé kowé sampéyan panjenengan kon, awakmu 

3SG dhèké, dhèwèké, 

dhèwèkné, 

dhèkné, 

botyahé, wongé 

dhèwèké piyambakipun panjenengané, 

panjenenganipu

n 

dhèké, dhèkné, 

wongé, arèké 

1PL awake dhéwé, 

aédhéwé, 

awake dhéwé kita  awake dhéwé 

2PL kowé (kabèh) kowé kabèh sampéyan  kon kabèh, 

awakmu kabèh, 

kalian 

3PL dhèké, dhèwèké, 

dhèwèkné, 

dhèkné, wongé 

dhèwèké   wongé, dhèké 

kabèh, arèk-

arèk 

 

 

Table 3.5: Frequency of pronouns in corpora of Surinamese and Indonesian Javanese (occurrences 

/ 1000 words). 

Pronoun Surinamese Javanese Central Javanese Eastern Javanese 

aku 2.37 1.71 7.24 

kowé 4.03 0.89 0.03 

dhèké 0.68 0.22 0.24 

dhèwèké 0.44 0.06 0.03 

 

Suffixes -ku, -mu and -é (-né with vowel-final stems) express possessive of first person, second 

person and third person, respectively. Suffix -é also expresses definiteness. This paradigm is fully 

productive in Indonesian and Surinamese Javanese. There is some discussion about whether to 

                                                                        
21 References: a = data collected for this thesis, b = Vruggink 2001: xlv, c = Robson 1992: 33, d = Ogloblin 

2005: 598, e = Krauße 2017. 
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consider these forms as clitics or suffixes (e.g. Krauße 2017 regards them as enclitics; whereas 

Ogloblin 2005 regards -é as suffix, and -ku and -mu as enclitics; Hoogervorst 2009 regards them 

all as suffixes), but since they are most commonly referred to as suffixes in the literature, and more 

research is needed to determine their exact status (see also Vander Klok 2012: 101), I treat all these 

morphemes as suffixes here.  

 

3.3.6 Demonstratives 

There are four different demonstrative pronouns in Javanese: iki үDEM.PROXҰ, iku/kuwi үDEM.DISTҰ, 

and kaé үthat over there. They can be used as free-standing arguments as well as cliticized to a noun 

phrase, as in (4) and (5) for iki and iku respectively. They can also be used to refer to the whole 

scene/verb phrase as in (6). 

 

(4) Iki wortel nèk cara jawa-né  

 DEM.PROX carrot COMP language Java-DEF  

 үThis is called Ҳwortelҳ in Javanese.Ұ (JAV-20160410-IJ-29-C-74F-clips) 

 

(5) Arèk lanang iki ng-angkat èmbèr isi-né banyu  

 child male DEM.PROX AV-lift  bucket contents-POSS water  

 үThis boy lifts a bucket filled with water.Ұ (JAV-20160419-IJ-15-E-63F-clips) 

 

(6) Iki weruh anjing-é ng-oyak~oyak~oyak  

 DEM.PROX see dog-DEF AV-chase~RED~RED  

 үHere (I) see the dog continuing to chase.Ұ (JAV-20160331-IJ-49-C-55F-frogstory) 

 

The difference between kuwi and iku is that kuwi is more colloquial than iku, which is more literary 

(Robson 1992: 37). According to Hoogervorst (2009: 17), iku is more archaic than kuwi, and the 

difference in usage nowadays is regional: kuwi is Central Javanese and iku Eastern Javanese. This 

regional difference is confirmed by the usage frequency of these variants in the corpus: for Central 

Javanese, kuwi is much more frequent, while this is the other way around in Eastern Javanese. 

Surinamese Javanese seems to be most similar to Eastern Javanese in this respect. 

 

Table 3.6: Frequency of demonstratives in corpus (occurrences / 1000 words). 

Demonstrative  Surinamese Javanese Central Javanese Eastern Javanese 

iki 29.51 20.02 16.83 

iku 11.72 0.87 22.45 

kuwi 2.63 17.38 2.99 

kaé 0.82 0.82 0.09 
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3.3.7 Prepositions 

In Javanese, the class of adpositions is formed by prepositions. The members of this class cannot 

stand on their own, but must always take a complement in order to form a prepositional phrase. 

The most frequent prepositions are: 

 

Table 3.7: Prepositions in Javanese. 

ning/nèng/nang/menyang/ana ing/ing/(n)dhèk LOC (at/direction towards) 

teka/seka/saka/sangka үfromҰ 

karo/kambèk/mbèk үwith/byҰ 

 

Table 3.8 gives a comparison of the frequencies of the locative prepositions, expressing direction 

towards/at and direction from. It seems that Surinamese Javanese patterns mostly with Central 

Javanese in the expression of үdirection towards/atҰ, since it does not use Eastern Javanese (n)dhèk. 

However, the typical Central Javanese expression ana ing is not used either. Instead, the general 

locative preposition nang/nang/nèng is overgeneralized. As for direction from, Surinamese 

Javanese does not use either seka or saka frequently, but has a preference for its own variant sangka. 

 

Table 3.8: Frequency of locative prepositions in corpora (occurrences / 1000 words). 

Preposition Surinamese Javanese Central Javanese Eastern Javanese 

ana ing 0.97 4.06 0.03 

ing 0.73 1.67 1.33 

ning/nèng/nang 40.50 27.4 21.45 

menyang - 0.14 0.09 

(n)dhèk - 0.20 8.7 

teka22 3.03 0.52 2.02 

seka 0.06 5.01 0.48 

saka 0.09 0.36 1.21 

sangka 2.48 - - 

 

More on locative constructions and motion constructions can be found in Chapter 5 and 6. 

 

 

                                                                        
22 Note that the corpus did not allow to differentiate occurrences of teka as a verb үto comeҰ from teka as a 

preposition. However, I expect these differences to level out between the varieties. 
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3.3.8 Auxiliaries  

Tense, Modality and Aspect in Javanese are expressed by means of auxiliaries. This class is related 

to adverbs in the sense that they can both occur in between the subject and verb, however, 

auxiliaries are in a fixed position, and cannot occur sentence-initially or sentence-finally as adverbs 

can (Robson 1992: 81). An overview of the most important auxiliaries expressing Tense, Aspect 

and Modality is given below (based on Villerius 2017b).23 

 

Table 3.9: Overview of auxiliaries in Javanese. 

Category Type Auxiliary  

Tense Future arep/bakal 

Aspect Progressive lagi 

 Perfect wis 

Modality Epistemic үmustҰ mesthi  

 Epistemic үmayҰ mungkin24 

 Irrealis bakal 

 Deontic үmayҰ éntuk/olèh  

 Deontic үmustҰ kudu/perlu 

 Ability (b)isa/inter 

 

In a previous study on TMA-marking in Surinamese Javanese (Villerius 2017b), it was found that 

in terms of the forms, these are largely the same between Surinamese and both varieties of 

Indonesian Javanese, except for the fact that Surinamese Javanese does not use Eastern Javanese 

future marker (k)até, and almost never the progressive marker lagi. This prevalence of lagi in 

Indonesian Javanese may be reinforced by its existence and use in Standard Indonesian, usually 

with the meaning үagainҰ, but occasionally also expressing the progressive (Sneddon et al. 2010: 

205). Another form not encountered in Surinamese Javanese (with the exception of one speaker) 

is mungkin, which may be explained by the fact that it is a loan from Indonesian (Vander Klok 

2012: 132). Modality of ability is expressed by the in Indonesian Javanese unknown form inter, 

which comes from pinter үsmartҰ. The loss of the initial consonant is likely parallel to the formation 

of isa from bisa. Future marker arep is frequently used as a prospective marker instead of a future 

tense marker in Surinamese Javanese, a difference explained by language contact with 

                                                                        
23 Note that this overview was based on Villerius (2017b), and that other interpretations are possible. E.g. 

Vruggink (p.c.) has suggested that progressive aspect in Indonesian and Surinamese Javanese may be indicated 

by the auxiliary word isih үstillҰ (variants ijih, ijik). This is however not a function described in the references 

on which I based this overview, and I have therefore not included it here. 
24 A borrowing from Indonesian which is used in Indonesian Javanese dialects such as Paciran Javanese 

(Vander Klok 2012: 132). 
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Sranantongo and Dutch, since these languages both have a grammaticalized difference between 

future and prospective aspect. 

3.4 Word formation 

3.4.1 Affixation  

Javanese does not have inflectional suffixes, but there are some derivational suffixes. Most of these 

have a function related to voice and valency, and will be discussed in the relevant section. Other 

affixes are listed below: 

- The prefix pe-/pa- derives nouns from nouns or verbs, usually in combination with suffix -

an, e.g. ajak үinviteҰ, pangajak үinvitationҰ (Ras 1985: 174). In combination with suffix -an (see 

below), it can express the instrument of action from a verb, e.g. gorèng үfryҰ, penggorèngan 

үfrying panҰ (Uhlenbeck 1978: 75). In my corpus of Surinamese Javanese, it is not productive 

(i.e. not used with loans), and only found in some words in one speaker, who spent some 

time living in Indonesia (e.g. pemandangan үsceneryҰ from memandang (loanword from 

Indonesian) үwatchҰ and peturon үbedҰ from turu үsleepҰ). 

- The suffix -an (-n for stems ending in a vowel) has a wide range of functions, depending on 

the class of the stem (Ras 1985: 105; Vruggink 2001: lxiҬlxii). Attached to a noun, it can derive 

a verb with the meaning үto do/be busy with XҰ (e.g. kendurèn үritual mealҰ, kendurènan 

үorganize a ritual mealҰ) or үto wear/use XҰ (e.g. bantal үpillowҰ, bantalan үuse a pillowҰ). Attached 

to a verb, it remains a verb and can express reciprocity (often in combination with 

reduplication, e.g. omong үspeakҰ, omong-omongan үspeak to each otherҰ,), or үdo X without a 

purpose/with nonchalanceҰ (e.g. (n)jagong үsitҰ, jagongan үjust sittingҰ). It can also derive a noun 

from a verb, for instance the instrument of action (e.g. timbang үweighҰ, timbangan үscaleҰ) or 

the object of the action (e.g. pangan үeatҰ, panganan үfoodҰ). Attached to an adjective, it can 

mean үhave a tendency to X/be X by natureҰ (e.g. isin үshyҰ, isinan үbe shy by natureҰ). It is also 

often used in combination with prefixes: with prefix pe- (see above) to derive nouns from 

verbs, and with prefix ke- to derive an adversative passive (see Chapter 8). This suffix is very 

frequent in Surinamese Javanese. 

 

3.4.2 Reduplication  

As many Austronesian languages, Javanese uses reduplication to express a range of meanings. In 

full reduplication, roots or complex stems are copied entirely, as in wong-wong үpeopleҰ. Full 

reduplication can be accompanied by a vowel change, e.g. mlaku үwalkҰ, mloka-mlaku үwalk aroundҰ. 

Reduplication can be used with nouns, in (7), to express diversity/plurality (arèk-arèk); combine 

with a suffix to derive a verb (bal-bal-an) (Ras 1985: 120), or express an attenuative meaning (Blust 

2013: 304) as in (8). 

 

(7) ana arèk-arèk ki dulinan bal~bal-an  

 EXIST child~RED DEM.PROX play RED~bal-AN  
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 үThese children (collective) are playing a ball game.Ұ (JAV-20160426-IJ-28-E-59M-

stories) 

 

(8) ana bapak-bapak karo ibu-ibu lingguh ana ing méja  

 EXIST RED~man with RED~woman sit EXIST LOC table  

 үSome (kind of) man and some (kind of) woman are sitting on the table.Ұ(JAV-20160331-

IJ-40-C-23M-clips) 

 

With verbs, reduplication can express reciprocity of the action as in (9) (with suffix -an) and 

intensity/iterativity as in (10). According to Ogloblin (2005: 597), repetition of prenasalization 

depends on the initial stem phoneme. When the stem is consonant-initial, nasalization and 

prefixation precedes reduplication, and thus the nasal in this case is repeated, as in (10). 

 

(9) Ana wong papat salam~salam-an  

 EXIST person four RED~greet-AN  

 үThere are four people greeting each other.Ұ(JAV-20160331-IJ-49-C-55F-clips) 

 

(10) Bocah mau bengok~bengok kirik-é uga n-jegog~n-jegog  

 child just.now RED~call dog-DEF also RED~AV-bark  

 үThe child keeps yelling and the dog keeps barking.Ұ (JAV-20160331-IJ-16-C-53F-

frogstory) 

 

When the stem is vowel-initial, as in example (11), reduplication precedes affixation/nasalization, 

and the prefix is not repeated. The undergoer voice prefix, as in (12), is never repeated. 

 

(11) Kirik isih ng-oyak~oyak25  

 dog still AV-RED~chase  

 ү(the) dog still keeps chasing.Ұ (JAV-20160407-IJ-52-C-29M-frogstory) 

 

(12) Di-undang~undang ana ing kebon  

 UV-RED~call EXIST LOC garden  

 үIn the garden, (he) keeps being called.Ұ (JAV-20160331-IJ-16-C-53F-frogstory) 

 

With adjectives, reduplication expresses intensity as in (13) or plurality. The sentence below could 

for instance also mean үthese trees are bigҰ, but from the context in this case, it is clear that there is 

only one tree (the image described shows only one tree). 

                                                                        
25 Isih үstillҰ may be interpreted as a progressive here, as suggested by Vruggink (p.c.), see footnote 23. 
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(13) Iki wit gedhé~gedhé  

 DEM.PROX tree RED~big  

 үThis is a very big tree.Ұ (JAV-20160404-IJ-33-C-77F-clips) 

 

In Surinamese Javanese, reduplication is used roughly in the same way (i.e. full reduplication, root 

reduplication and vowel changes) and expresses the same range of meanings. The only type that 

is barely found in Surinamese Javanese is the type illustrated in (8), where reduplication expresses 

some kind of resemblance (attenuative). Furthermore, reduplication overall seems to be used 

relatively less: 1236 occurrences (81,300 words total) against 1911 occurrences in the Indonesian 

corpus (82,400 words total). This may be because the Surinamese Javanese prefer other 

constructions for meanings expressed by reduplication, noted for instance by Yakpo (2015) for the 

reciprocal. In Surinamese Javanese, this is frequently expressed by means of a reciprocal adverb 

(Dutch elkaar or Sranan makandra) at the expense of reduplicated verbs. On the other hand, 

reduplication is still frequent, even with borrowings and in young speakers, as in (14). 

 

(14) Kabèh sing di-groeten~groeten  

 all REL UV-RED~greet  

 үAll that are greeted.Ұ (JVN-20170328-SJ-49-502-27F-clips) 

 

This could suggest a case of opposite language pressure: on the one hand, since Dutch does not 

employ reduplication, there would be pressure for the usage frequency to go down, but on the 

other hand, since Sranan does have reduplication, there could be reinforcement through contact. 

One hypothetical scenario would be that this reinforcement would be limited to the functions that 

overlap with Sranan (i.e. intensity and repetition, which are more related to plurality), which 

explains why I did not find many cases of the attenuative function in Surinamese Javanese. This is 

a case for further investigation. 

 

3.5 Phrases 

3.5.1 Constituent order  

The word order in main clauses in Javanese is SVO: 

 

(15) Aku m-angan apel iku  

 1SG AV-eat apple DEM.DIST  

 үI eat that apple.Ұ (JAV-20160423-IJ-11-E-22F-stories) 
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Javanese is a head-initial language, meaning that the head precedes its complements, e.g. wit gedhé 

үtree bigҰ (noun phrase), gedhé banget үbig veryҰ (adjectival phrase) and ning toplès үLOC jarҰ 

(prepositional phrase). 

 

3.5.2 Noun phrases 

As stated earlier, noun phrases are headed by a noun, which is followed by the modifier. Noun 

phrases can be modified by an adjective (e.g. wit gedhé үtree bigҰ), a demonstrative (e.g. wit iku үtree 

DEM.DISTҰ), or the determiner/possessive suffix -é (allomorphs ƥné), which makes the noun phrase 

definite or possessed (e.g. omahé үhis house/the houseҰ). 

Noun phrases can be relativized by using the relative pronoun sing. The subject as well as the 

object of the main clause can be relativized as the subject of the relative clause. Relativization is 

also frequently used to introduce a complex verb phrase as the subject of the clause. 

 

(16) Lha sing n-duwé kodhok mau malah kagèt  

 EXCL REL AV-have frog just.now even frightened  

 үNow the one that had the frog is even frightened.Ұ (JAV-20160405-IJ-25-C-32M-

frogstory) 

 

The form sing alternates with jing and ling. In Indonesian Javanese, sing is used almost exclusively 

(949 occurrences, against 2 occurrences of ling). In Surinamese Javanese, sing is the most frequent 

(944 occurrences), but ling is also quite frequent (152 occurrences). The form jing, which is said to 

be үYogya slangҰ (Robson & Wibisono 2002) also occurs 33 times in the Surinamese corpus. 

 

3.5.3 Verb phrases 

In verbal phrases, the verb acts as the predicate of the clause. The default word order is SV(O). 

Locational complements follow the verb in intransitive clauses: 

 

(17) bocah mlayu ana ing dalan  

 child run EXIST LOC street  

 үA boy runs on the street.Ұ (JAV-20160331-IJ-16-C-53F-focuspictures) 

 

In transitive clauses, the subject precedes the verb, which is followed by the object, and then by 

other complements. 

 

(18) wong-é iki ng-gawa penthung-é kasti  

 person-DEF DEM.PROX AV-carry stick-DEF kasti  

 үThis person carries a kasti (ball game) stick.Ұ (JAV-20160419-IJ-15-E-63F-clips) 
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The existential verb ana (variants onok/ènèk/ènèng) introduces a participant or event unknown in 

previous discourse (the event is usually in progressive aspect). 

 

 

(19) Iki ana wong mlayu  

 DEM.PROX EXIST person run  

 үThis is a man running.Ұ (JAV-20160421-IJ-46-E-71M-focuspictures) 

 

3.6 Negation 

The different negators of Javanese are given below. 

 

Table 3.10: Negators in Javanese. 

Negator ora / (ng)gak dudu aja 

Negated 

constituents 

Verbal predicates 

Adjectival predicates 

Prepositional 

predicates 

Verb phrase 

Numerals 

Adverbs 

Nominal predicates 

Personal pronouns 

Proper names 

Imperatives 

 

The negator ora or its regional variant (ng)gak is used to negate verbal predicates, as in in (20), and 

adjectival predicates as in (21). 

 

(20) Murid iku ora ng-gawé PR 

 student DEM.DIST NEG ACT-make homework 

 үThe student didn't do his homework.Ұ 

  

(21) Kucing-é ora gedhé 

 cat-DEF NEG big 

 үThe cat is not big.Ұ 

 

It can also be used with prepositional predicates in (22) and verb phrases, as in (23): 

 

(22) Aku ora nang pantai 

 1SG NEG LOC beach 

 үI was not on the beach.Ұ 

  

(23) Q: Dhèké ng-gawé PR ora? A: Ora  
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  3SG AV-make homework NEG  NEG  

 Q: үDid they do their homework?Ұ A: үNo.Ұ 

 

Negator dudu can be used to negate (nominal) predicates, as in (24):  

 

(24) Dudu lemah tapi kali  

 NEG land but river  

 үIt is not land, but a river.Ұ (JAV-20160421-IJ-46-E-71M-frogstory) 

 

Negator aja is used to make negative imperatives, as in (25): 

 

(25) Meneng waé kowé aja bengok  

 be.silent just 2SG NEG bark  

 үJust be silent you, donҰt bark.Ұ (JAV-20160331-IJ-49-C-55F-frogstory) 

 

Below, I give the overall occurrence of the different negators in the variants of Javanese in my 

corpus. Surinamese Javanese patterns with Central Javanese: ora is more frequent than (ng)gak. 

The negator dudu is very infrequent overall, but seems to be even more infrequent in Surinamese 

Javanese, considering that this is the biggest corpus. 

Table 3.11. Frequency of negators in Surinamese Javanese and Indonesian Javanese corpora 

(occurrences / 1000 words). 

Negator  Surinamese Javanese Central Javanese  Eastern Javanese 

dudu 0.02 0.40 0.21 

ora 8.13 9.03 3.05 

(ng)gak 0.55 0.44 8.10 

aja 0.28 0.38 0.06 

 

3.7 Voice and valency 

Javanese is one of the үsymmetrical voice languagesҰ (Himmelmann 2005: 112) and has prefixes 

indicating actor voice and undergoer voice, none of which is the basic form. For a complete 

overview and description of the voice system, see Chapter 8 on voice.  

- The prefix N- (nasal, surface forms ng-, m-, ny- and n-) is used for actor voice, and is fully 

productive. It is used with verbs. It is very frequent in Surinamese Javanese, and also applied 

to loanwords.  

- The prefix di- expresses undergoer voice with third person actor. It is fully productive and 

mostly used with verbs, but can be used with adjectives as well. It is very frequent in 

Surinamese Javanese.  
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- Prefixes tak- and tok- (variant mbok-) express undergoer voice with first person and second 

person actors, respectively. They are frequent in Surinamese Javanese. 

- The prefix ke- (k- for stems with initial vowel) expresses accidental undergoer voice or 

үaccidental passiveҰ (Uhlenbeck 1978: 71), and is fully productive. It is used with verbs. It is 

still used in Surinamese Javanese, although there are some changes in progress, such as that 

it is used less in favour of general undergoer voice-marker di- (see Chapter 8). 

 

Suffixes -i, -ké and -na are associated with a range of mostly valency-increasing operations. One of 

the functions of suffix -i is to form the causative (e.g. resik үclean.ADJҰ, ngresiki үclean.VERBҰ). The 

suffix ƥ(a)ké is used among others to introduce a benefactive argument (e.g. tuku үbuyҰ, tukokké үbuy 

for someoneҰ). The suffix -na is the Eastern Javanese variant of -ké. For a description of the other 

functions of these suffixes, see Table 7.1 in 7.2.1.1. 

 

3.8 Imperative 

Suffix -a (variant -na) is used with verbs, to express the imperative (Vruggink 2001: lx) as in (26) 

or the үirrealisҰ (Arps et al. 2000: 510) as in (27). I have not come across this suffix in my corpus. 

 

(26) Omong-a!          

 talk-IMP          

 үSay (it)!Ұ (Vruggink 2001: lx) 

 

(27) Tuku-a kaé dhuwit-ku cepet entèk      

 buy-IRR that money-1SG.POSS quickly finish      

 үIf I would buy that, my money would be finished quickly.Ұ (Arps et al. 2000: 510) 

 

3.9 Verb combinations 

3.9.1 Subordination  

Complement clause subordination is signalled by means of the complementizer yèn or its 

colloquial variant nèk/nak үif, when, thatҰ. This complementizer can be used with both affirmative 

as in (28) and negative main clauses as in (29). 

 

(28) ndarung ngerti yèn omah-é kodhok ana ing pinggir kali  

 and.then know COMP house-POSS frog EXIST LOC side river  

 үAnd then he knows that the frogҰs house is one the riverside.Ұ (JAV-20160404-IJ-35-C-

78M-frogstory) 

 

(29) Dhèwèké ora ngerti nèk manuk-é ana ing mburi-né 

 3SG NEG know COMP bird-DEF EXIST LOC back-POSS 
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 үHe doesnҰt know that the bird is behind himҰ (JAV-20160331-IJ-18-C-38F-frogstory) 

 

 

 

3.9.2 Serialization 

In Javanese, verb serialization can be used to express motion events or resultatives. An example of 

a resultative construction is given in (30): 

 

(30) arèk wédok iki ny-uwèk klambi dadi loro  

 child female DEM.PROX AV-tear cloth become two  

 үThis girl tears a cloth in two.Ұ (JAV-20160419-IJ-15-E-63F-clips) 

 

For an overview of multi-verb constructions in motion constructions, see Chapter 6. 

 

3.10 The classification of Surinamese Javanese 

As shown in section 2.2.3.3, the majority of the contract laborers originated from Central-Java, 

and thus spoke some Central Javanese dialect. It would therefore be expected that Surinamese 

Javanese would be most similar to Central Javanese. In this very preliminary comparison, this 

prediction is borne out to some extent: the two varieties are similar in phonology (lowering of /a/ 

only in non-suffixed contexts), pronouns (kowé instead of Eastern Surabaya Javanese kon), TMA-

auxiliaries (arep instead of (k)até for future tense), applicative suffixes (-i instead of -na) and 

negators (preference for ora instead of (ng)gak). However, the demonstrative system is clearly 

modeled more on the Eastern Javanese system: the distal demonstrative is most frequently 

expressed with iku, instead of Central Javanese kuwi. 

 

3.11 Name of the language and orthography 

The Javanese as spoken by the contract laborers and their descendants in Suriname has been 

referred to with the terms Caribbean Javanese or simply үJavanese, SurinameҰ (Simons & Fennig 

2018). The most commonly used term in the literature is the Dutch үSurinaams-JavaansҰ or its 

English equivalent Surinamese Javanese. This is the term I will use when designating the language 

in this thesis, as to be opposed to Indonesian Javanese, which can in turn be divided into Eastern 

Javanese, Central Javanese and Western Javanese, divisions which will be made explicit when 

relevant (see also 3.1). Giving a distinct name to the Javanese spoken in Suriname is important in 

order to emphasize that it is truly a separate variety from Indonesian Javanese in its own right. In 

the filenames of the recordings, I distinguish between Surinamese Javanese and Indonesian 

Javanese by the use of the prefixes үJAVҰ (for Indonesian Javanese) and үJVNҰ (for Surinamese 

Javanese), following the abbreviation system of Ethnologue (2018). In some figures and tables, the 
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reader might also find the abbreviations үIJҰ for Indonesian Javanese and үSJҰ for Surinamese 

Javanese. 

In order to distinguish the two varieties, they are represented in slightly different 

orthographies. For Surinamese Javanese, I adhere to the official Surinamese Javanese orthography 

also used by Vruggink (Vruggink 2001: xli). This orthography is largely similar to that of 

Indonesian Javanese, and includes the use of diacritics for distinguishing the vowels /e/ (é) and /ὑ/ 

(è), which is optional in Indonesian Javanese (Ogloblin 2005: 594). The main difference between 

the standard Javanese orthography and Surinamese orthography is in the representation of /c/, 

which is c in the standard and ty in the Surinamese system. This was done in order to approach 

the orthography of other Surinamese languages (Vruggink 1990: 39). The other difference is that 

retroflex consonants in the Surinamese Javanese orthography are simply represented as t and d, 

and not differentiated from non-retroflex consonants. This is the only case where I choose to 

follow the Indonesian Javanese spelling, and write them as th and dh respectively, in order to 

represent the pronunciation as completely as possible. For Sranantongo and Dutch examples as 

well as insertions from these languages in Javanese examples, I use their standard orthographies. 

  



 

new page



 

4. Methodology 
This chapter will describe in detail the methodology that I employed to collect the data to be used 

in the coming chapters. It also describes some of the choices that I made and the dilemmas I faced 

in this research project. 

 

4.1 Research design and fieldwork 

In the study of heritage language, the challenge is to identify developments in the language since 

the moment that it left the homeland. Ideally, this would be done by investigating the heritage 

language as it was spoken in the homeland at the time of migration. However, historical sources 

on heritage languages are often scarce and when they exist, are usually based on the 

standard/written language. This creates problems for comparability, since these sources then often 

do not match the dialectal background of the speakers. Therefore, in this study I have chosen to 

use a method which approaches this ideal, historical approach the most closely: comparing 

modern-day data from heritage speakers to homeland speakers. This method, the so-called 

үtransnational research designҰ is recommended by Aalberse & Muysken (2013: 11) for the study 

of heritage languages. It entails that data are collected in the country of residence (of the heritage 

speakers, in this case Suriname) as well as in the country of origin (Java, Indonesia), specifically in 

the regions of origin of the immigrants (East- and Central-Java), to match the dialectal background 

of the heritage speakers. This design is preferred over an approach which uses written grammatical 

descriptions, because these are often based on the written language and do not correspond with 

the heritage language, which is usually only spoken. 

Some possible problems with this approach, which make the comparison less neat, are 

differences in language dominance and literacy between the groups of speakers (homeland 

speakers are usually more dominant and literate in the language), possible differences between 

homeland and baseline speakers in terms of socio-economic background, as well as the fact that 

the modern-day homeland language may have undergone changes of its own. This latter problem 

is certainly something to keep in mind when gathering data in Indonesia, since Standard 

Indonesian has become the official language of Indonesia after the departure of the contract 

laborers to Suriname, and virtually all Indonesian speakers of Javanese are nowadays bilingual in 

Standard Indonesian. When relevant, these problems will be addressed in the chapters concerned. 

Before going on fieldwork, I planned two pilot sessions in The Netherlands, one with a 

speaker of Indonesian Javanese in Leiden, and one with a speaker of Surinamese Javanese in The 

Hague. In this way, I could practice the elicitation procedure and recording, and make some final 

adjustments. These recordings were not analyzed further. The data on Surinamese Javanese were 

collected during three fieldworks trips: April-June 2014, August-September 2016 and March-

April 2017. The goals of my first fieldwork trip in 2014 were two-fold: first and foremost, my goal 

was to get to know the country, the Surinamese Javanese community and their culture and 

customs, and to build up a network. The other main goal of my fieldwork was to collect recordings 
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of Surinamese Javanese. It took me around four weeks to get to know the country and community, 

after which I started making recordings. The following two fieldwork trips in 2016 and 2017 were 

fully dedicated to finding more speakers and elaborating the basic corpus of recordings, mostly in 

Lelydorp. 

The data on Indonesian Javanese were collected during two fieldwork trips in May-June 2015 

and March-April 2016. The data that I collected in 2015 were part of my pilot studies, and were 

not further analyzed in the case studies. All of the Indonesian Javanese data used in the analysis 

presented here were collected in 2016. 

 

4.2 Elicitation materials 

For the recordings, I relied mainly on semi-structured elicitation tasks. This approach was chosen 

for several reasons. The first reason was for the sake of comparison: most of these tasks were also 

used in the data-collection in the Surinamese research project in 2011 (by Kofi Yakpo, Robert 

Borges and Stanley Hanenberg), as well as in the projects on heritage languages in the Netherlands 

with data from Ambon Malay (Moro 2016) and Spanish (Irizarri van Suchtelen 2016). Use of the 

same tasks would then facilitate observation of possible parallel developments between the 

different Surinamese languages, as well as other heritage languages in contact with Dutch. The 

second reason for choosing these specific tasks was that they targeted the elicitation of certain 

constructions, which would probably not occur so easily in spontaneous speech, such as 

ditransitive and resultative constructions. Finally, the tasks took relatively little time (about 30-60 

minutes per participant) and so were easy to plan into the schedule of most speakers. 

I begin with an overview of the various tasks I used in the fieldwork, both in Suriname and 

in Java, in 4.2.1 to 4.2.3. The socio-linguistic interview is described in 4.2.4, and 4.2.5 gives more 

information on the other data that I collected. 

 

4.2.1 Elicit Kit  

The so-called Elicit Kit is a collection of 65 short video clips and 14 longer videos, which are to be 

described by the speaker. This collection of video clips and pictures was assembled as a standard 

elicitation kit for the Traces of Contact research group (2009-2013, ERC Project #230310), aimed 

to establish criteria by which results from language contact studies can be used to strengthen the 

field of historical linguistics. I made separate recordings of the short and long videos, so as to make 

sure that the elicitation did not take too long. The shorter videos, task name clips, showed different 

actions, targeting among others ditransitive, resultative and reflexive constructions. The longer 

videos, referred to as stories, aimed at eliciting TMA-structures, showing longer episodes and 

telling short stories, for example cartoons of a mouse and an elephant. This task was also used in 

the 2011 data collection for the Suriname research project mentioned above. The stories were 

described simultaneously, so as to ensure a more spontaneous language use. In the original 

elicitation by Moro and Irizarri van Suchtelen, the description of the clips was done after watching 
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two videos. However, I chose to let the participants describe while watching, since it turned out 

to be difficult for especially older participants to remember what had happened in the previous 

clip, and in this way it would become more of a memory test than a linguistic elicitation. I asked 

participants to describe the clips shortly, in one or two sentences. For a complete overview of the 

videos used in these stimuli and the correct credits, I refer to the Appendix A. 

 

4.2.2 Focus pictures 

This was a task designed specifically for the elicitation of voice constructions (see Chapter 8), a 

topic much discussed in Austronesian linguistics. It was a slightly adapted version of Experimental 

Task 3 by Skopeteas et al. (2006), and consisted of 30 sets of two pictures. In the first picture, either 

the agent or patient of an action was given, whereas the other participant was introduced in the 

second picture. Participants were asked to imagine that each set of two pictures belonged together, 

and that they told one single story. A more detailed description is given in Chapter 8. 

 

4.2.3 Frog Story 

Frog Story (Mayer 1969): a wordless picture book, which has been widely used in language 

description and comparative acquisition research. The book tells the story of a boy and his dog, 

who are looking for the boyҰs frog who escapes. The speaker retells the story in his own words, 

and is free to choose how long he/she spends on the narration. This task was also used in the 2011 

data collection for the Surinamese research project described above (Yakpo, Borges and 

Hanenberg). Frog Story data were used in Chapter 6 on multi-verb constructions and Chapter 9 

on speech rate. 

 

4.2.4 The socio-linguistic interview  

One of the parts of the Elicit Kit designed in 2011 was a standardized socio-linguistic interview, 

aimed at gathering information on language history, language practices and preferences. I used an 

adapted version of this interview in my data elicitation, adding questions like үDo you ever watch 

or listen to Javanese television and radio programmes?Ұ for Surinamese speakers and үDo you know 

about the Javanese in Suriname?Ұ for Indonesian speakers. For reasons of time, it was not always 

possible to do the complete socio-linguistic interview, but in these cases, I always tried to make 

sure to gather at least information about the languages the speaker spoke, the generation, and 

language preferences. In cases with missing data, I always tried to contact the speaker afterwards 

(usually through digital communication), and to ask additional questions through a questionnaire. 

In most cases, this succeeded, but unfortunately there was still some missing data; see also 4.3.4. 

 

4.2.5 Other data 

For additional data, I made some other recordings. I chose to collect some procedural texts, mainly 

recipes, since these are very important in Javanese culture, and everyone will know at least some 
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recipes by heart. They are also quite short but give a lot of interesting information, such as 

imperative constructions and constructions with a second person singular subject. Other 

recordings consisted of things such as conversations and the explanation of certain rituals, and 

non-linguistic events such as Javanese religious rituals or a theater play. The total length of these 

recordings was approximately 5.5 hours in 2014, 38 hours in 2015 and 2.5 hours in 2017. These 

recordings were not analyzed in the systematic comparison in Chapter 5 to Chapter 8, but they 

were sometimes used to check certain assumptions and the occurrence of specific constructions 

and loanwords. 

 

4.3 Heritage speakers 

 

4.3.1 Method of selection 

During the fieldwork trips in Suriname, I collected data from as many different speakers as 

possible, through quasi-random sampling: this meant that I tried to make the sample as diverse as 

possible in terms of gender, age, social network and place of origin. I found the participants 

through the social network approach, which meant that I was first introduced to the community, 

after which I asked the people whom I interviewed whether they could help me finding more 

participants among the friends or relatives in their network. Recruiting informants went mostly 

through the personal network I built prior to and in the first few weeks of my stay. I lived with a 

Javanese family in Paramaribo, which I had been referred to by Hein Vruggink. In this way, being 

a friend of a friend, the family already knew what I was going to do in Suriname, and they could 

help me finding other participants more easily. I interviewed the family members as well as some 

of their relatives and friends, in Paramaribo and La Vigilantia (Para district). Outside of 

Paramaribo, I was helped by Wonny Karijopawiro to find speakers in Rust en Werk and 

Mariënburg (Commewijne district) and to build a larger network, by Antoon Sisal to find speakers 

in Domburg and Tamanredjo (Wanica and Commewijne district), and by Elna Atmoredjo to find 

speakers in Lelydorp and Para (Wanica and Para district). 

Before leaving for the first fieldtrip, it was hard to estimate how difficult it would be to find 

enough participants for the different tasks, and whether I could set strict criteria in the selection 

of participants. It was already clear that the Surinamese Javanese community would vary 

enormously in level of command and manner of acquisition of the language. As a result it is very 

important to also acknowledge and describe this variation within the analysis of the language. 

Therefore I decided that I would not beforehand place any selection criteria on the gender, age, 

place of origin or level of command of my participants, but that I would try to make the group as 

diverse as possible in terms of these criteria, using a үquasi-randomҰ approach. I did not use 

proficiency measurements beforehand, but selected speakers on the basis of their linguistic 

autobiography. In this, I followed Nagy (2015: 313), who takes the fact that speakers Ҳconsent to 

spend about an hour speaking in their heritage languageҳ as evidence that they are sufficiently 
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proficient in the heritage language. Similarly, I took the fact that speakers self-identified as 

Javanese, and agreed to be recorded while speaking this language, as a criterion that qualified 

speakers as heritage speakers who could participate in the research. Soon after arriving at the 

fieldwork site I decided to set one restriction: I wanted the informants to have had as little formal 

education in the Javanese language as possible, ideally none at all. This was to avoid influence from 

Indonesian Javanese as much as possible. I did not use any formal proficiency measures, which I 

will explain in the next section. 

 

4.3.2 Linguistic insecurity and meta -li nguistic awareness 

One of the issues that I had to deal with during data collection was the high sense of linguistic 

insecurity that was especially apparent among younger speakers. This insecurity was expressed in 

their self-evaluation: virtually everyone, especially in and around Paramaribo, constantly 

emphasized that they were not really good at speaking Javanese, and they often tried to redirect 

me to someone who was supposedly better at speaking proper Javanese (usually an older person 

who knew krama or someone who had lived or studied in Indonesia). They would qualify their 

own Javanese as broko broko (Sranan for үbrokenҰ), usually referring to the fact that they used 

loanwords from Dutch and Sranan, and thus did not speak a үpureҰ Javanese. 

This linguistic insecurity is frequently observed in heritage communities, and can be seen as 

a general sign of language shift (Ravindranath Abtahian & McDonough Quinn 2017). However, I 

think it is reinforced specifically in the Javanese community by the general high sense of meta-

linguistic awareness (see also section 2.4.7), and the high sense of self-identification with language 

use: correct or үpureҰ language use (e.g. of the different speech styles) is connected to important 

Javanese cultural values, such as politeness and grace. This is not unique for the Javanese in 

Suriname. Zentz (2015) reports on similar phenomena among the Javanese in Indonesia, 

concerning the proficiency in krama: younger speakers are told they do not speak krama well, they 

are corrected by older speakers, and often downgrade their own ability of speaking krama, 

especially in the urban centres. Instead of using krama, speakers in Indonesia now often choose to 

use the more neutral Standard Indonesian to avoid these issues. I would say that this high sense of 

linguistic correctness, originally related to the correct use of the speech levels, has remained a 

characteristic of the Javanese community in Suriname, where, in the absence of widely spoken 

krama, it is now projected on correct or үpureҰ use of Javanese ngoko (i.e. without loanwords).  

Apart from language shift and in-group judgments, this linguistic insecurity is also intensified 

by the break in inter-generational transmission and resulting decreased language competence, as 

well as by the overall stigmatization of the Javanese language in the Surinamese community (as 

discussed in section 2.4.2). Something else that will probably have contributed to insecurity was 

the elicitation context of the recordings: many people would associate this context, of an academic 

researcher coming to study үthe languageҰ, to a school-like environment, and would think of it as 

some sort of exam. All these associations made it harder to find participants, especially younger 
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speakers. When people did want to participate, they often did not want to be video-taped. During 

elicitation, they would try very hard to search for authentic Javanese words, even in cases when 

there was none (e.g. in the case of the word үcarrotҰ, in which Indonesian Javanese also uses the 

Dutch loan wortel). In cases where they used loanwords or үflaggedҰ code-switches, these were often 

accompanied with laughter or apologies, showing that speakers were highly aware of them. 

In trying to deal with these issues, I first of all always explicitly told participants that the 

recordings were no test, exam or whatsoever, that there was no right or wrong, and that I was 

interested in the way that they spoke daily. I also told them that they were allowed to use whatever 

language they were most comfortable in for certain words or expressions, although of course my 

focus was on Javanese. This might have of course led to a sample in which some speakers code-

switch a lot and other do not, but for me, it was mostly important to avoid the risk of young 

participants not wanting to participate at all. Instead, I decided to make use of these code-switches 

and borrowings, by making them part of the research (see Chapter 9). 

This linguistic insecurity is also one of the reasons why I chose not to work with proficiency 

tests, grammaticality judgment tasks and elicited grammar judgments. I did not want to make the 

speakers more insecure, but also wanted to avoid judgments which do not approach the natural 

way of speaking (e.g. hypercorrection). Another reason not to use proficiency tests was to not 

exclude less proficient, but possibly innovative speakers beforehand (Nagy 2015: 314). In order to 

get an idea of the proficiency of speakers, I made use of post-hoc measurements, such as the speech 

rate, also often used in heritage language studies (e.g. Polinsky 2008 see also Chapter 9 of this 

thesis), as well as socio-linguistic characteristics, such as үlanguage most spokenҰ. 

 

4.3.3 Geographical spread 

As mentioned in 4.3.1, I started out my data collection in Paramaribo, the capital of Suriname. 

Since I expected there to be differences in language use and maintenance of Javanese between the 

urban centres and other areas, I wanted to make my speaker sample as diverse as possible in terms 

of place where the speaker lived. Suriname is administratively divided into districts, which are 

different in terms of population composition: Paramaribo, Para, Wanica, Brokopondo, 

Commewijne, Marowijne, Saramacca, Coronie, Nickerie and Sipaliwini. These districts are shown 

in Figure 4.1, together with the approximate locations of my fieldwork sites. 
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One of the districts which traditionally has many Javanese inhabitants is Commewijne. I went to 

several places in Commewijne to find speakers: first of all Tamanredjo, which was one of the 

Javanese desas (village communities organized in a traditional Javanese fashion). The other place I 

went to collect data is Rust en Werk, a former plantation with a lot of Javanese laborers, which 

still live there relatively isolated (since it is only accessible over water). Mariënburg is a former 

sugar plantation, which is a touristic site nowadays, where many Javanese still live in the former 

worker homes. Another district I visited was Wanica, where I went to Domburg and Lelydorp. 

Domburg is situated on the Suriname River, and is famous for its market which attracts a lot of 

visitors from outside during the holidays. Lelydorp is the capital city of Wanica, and hosts some 

hotels and casinos. It is situated halfway between Paramaribo and the airport (Zanderij), which 

Figure 4.1: Districts of Suriname, red stars indicate the locations of my fieldwork (Source: 

Wikimedia Commons, Map of the districts of Suriname in Dutch, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Suriname_districts_named.png). 
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means that practically everyone that arrives in Suriname will pass through Lelydorp at one time 

or another. I therefore classified this town as somewhere үin betweenҰ in terms of the traditional 

Javanese/urban dichotomy. It is also the place where many Javanese ex-laborers settled after the 

end of their contract.  

The district Para is situated directly to the south of Wanica, and hosts the airport. It is more 

scarcely populated than Wanica, and is more important in terms of mining and forestry. Here, I 

went to visit a school in La Vigilantia, where I interviewed some of the teachers. I also interviewed 

some speakers who lived just over the border with Wanica, close to Lelydorp, where the place 

they lived was just referred to with үParaҰ (no place name). 

 

4.3.4 Overview participants  

For the basic corpus, consisting of the four elicitation stimuli (see 4.2), I interviewed a total of 55 

speakers of Surinamese Javanese in the course of three years of fieldwork.26 Ideally, I would collect 

the whole basic corpus set for every speaker, but due to practical reasons (mostly time during 

individual appointments), this was often not possible. In those cases, I always tried to maintain a 

balanced corpus by choosing the task of which I had the least recordings. The overview of speakers 

and elicited recordings is given in Table 4.1. The total length of the recordings of Surinamese 

Javanese in terms of time was approximately 28 hours, Surinamese Dutch 1:15 hour and 

Sranantongo 1:40 hour. 

 

Table 4.1: Overview of Surinamese Javanese speakers in basic corpus. Sp = speaker abbreviation, 

Gnd = gender, F = female, M = male, Gnr = generation, Ntw = network, SJ = Surinamese Javanese, 

SR = Sranantongo, NL = Dutch, -- = missing data. 

Speaker characteristics Recordings 

Sp Age Gnd Place Gnr Ntw  frog 

story 

clips stories focus 

pictures 

SJ-20-401-

36F 

36 F La Vigilantia 4 mix 
   

SJ 

SJ-16-402-

25F 

25 F Para 4 nonJV SJ 
  

SJ 

SJ-42-501-

21F 

21 F Lelydorp 5/6 mix SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ-53-300-

35F 

35 F Rust en Werk 3 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-13-312-

39M 

39 M Paramaribo 3 nonJV SJ 
   

                                                                        
26 The original sample consisted of 57 participants, but two sets of recordings were excluded: one of them did 

not finish the recording, and the other set consisted of recordings with two speakers at the same time, who 

helped each other a lot. 
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SJ-51-402-

29F 

29 F Lelydorp 4 nonJV SJ 

NL 

SJ 

NL 

SJ 

NL 

SJ 

NL 

SJ-25-302-

29F 

29 F Domburg 3 nonJV 
 

SJ 
  

SJ-28-311-

62M 

62 M Paramaribo 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-30-401-

51F 

51 F Lelydorp 4 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-27-311-

49F 

49 F Paramaribo 3 mix 
  

SJ 
 

SJ-29-x00-

76F 

76 F Tamanredjo -- JV 
   

SJ 

SJ-11-311-

47F 

47 F Paramaribo 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-34-300-

55M 

55 M Rust en Werk 3 JV 
   

SJ 

SJ-01-200-

83M 

83 M Tamanredjo 2 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-55-300-

37F 

37 F Lelydorp 3 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-54-401-

29F 

29 F Lelydorp 4 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-38-401-

46M 

46 M Lelydorp 4 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-15-402-

28F 

28 F Para 4 nonJV SJ 
  

SJ 

SJ-21-201-

58F 

58 F La Vigilantia 2 -- 
  

SJ 
 

SJ-48-300-

72M 

72 M Lelydorp 3 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-06-201-

44F 

44 F Domburg 2/3 mix 
 

SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-31-502-

48M 

48 M Lelydorp 5 nonJV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-23-301-

29F 

29 F La Vigilantia 3 mix 
   

SJ 

SJ-22-302-

23F 

23 F La Vigilantia 3 nonJV 
 

SJ 
  

SJ-32-300-

48F 

48 F Rust en Werk 3 JV 
   

SJ 

SJ-46-502-

31F 

31 F Lelydorp 5 nonJV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-50-300-

49F 

49 F Rust en Werk 3 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 



86 Development of Surinamese Javanese 

 

SJ-39-301-

34F 

34 F Lelydorp 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-17-400-

61F 

61 F Lelydorp 4 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-44-402-

32F 

32 F Para 4 nonJV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-09-400-

63F 

63 F Lelydorp 4 JV SJ 

NL 

SJ 

NL 

SJ 

NL 

SJ 

NL 

SJ-18-302-

25F 

25 F Para 3/4 nonJV SJ 
   

SJ-41-301-

20F 

20 F Lelydorp 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-05-200-

76F 

76 F Domburg 2 JV SJ 
   

SJ-14-211-

61M 

61 M Paramaribo 2/3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

NL 

SJ-49-502-

27F 

27 F Lelydorp 5 nonJV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-03-211-

64F 

64 F Paramaribo 2/3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-24-311-

29F 

29 F Paramaribo 3 mix 
  

SJ 
 

SJ-52-300-

49F 

49 F Rust en Werk 3 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-57-401-

17F 

17 F Rust en Werk 4 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-33-x0x-

79F 

79 F Rust en Werk -- -- 
   

SJ 

SJ-08-300-

65F 

65 F Lelydorp 3 JV SJ 
   

SJ-07-200-

66F 

66 F Domburg 2 JV SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-43-401-

37F 

37 F Lelydorp 4 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-47-301-

59M 

59 M Lelydorp 3 mix SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ-02-311-

68M 

68 M Paramaribo 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-10-311-

52M 

52 M Paramaribo 3 mix SJ SJ 
 

SJ 

SJ-36-301-

40M 

40 M Rust en Werk 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-56-401-

28F 

28 F Lelydorp 4 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 
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SJ-19-402-

36M 

36 M Para 4 nonJV SJ 
  

SJ 

SJ-35-300-

48M 

48 M Rust en Werk 3 JV 
   

SJ 

SJ-04-311-

69M 

69 M Paramaribo 3 mix SJ SJ SJ SJ 

SJ-26-411-

31F 

31 F Paramaribo 4 mix 
   

SJ 

SJ-45-401-

31F 

31 F Lelydorp 4 mix SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

SJ 

SR 

 

Every speaker here was given a unique code, in order to clearly see what their characteristics are. 

This code was made as follows: for Surinamese speakers, every code starts with SJ, followed by a 

unique speaker number, followed by three numbers representing the generation (between 2 and 

5), the place of residence (0 = district, 1 = city) and network (0 = mostly Javanese, 1 = mixed, 2 = 

non-Javanese), and finally the age and gender of the participant (e.g. 53F is a 53 year old female 

speaker). For the Indonesian speakers (see 4.4.3), the code IJ is followed by a unique speaker 

number, then a letter representing the region (E = East Java, C = Central Java), and finally age and 

gender.  

The mean age of the participants was 45.16 years. Overall, I interviewed more female 

speakers than male speakers (40 female, 15 male). This had to do with the fact that male speakers 

more often had a job outside of the house and therefore had less time. In addition, I had the 

impression that women in general, especially among the younger speakers, were a bit more 

confident about their proficiency in Javanese. Another explanation is that some of the locations 

where I interviewed multiple speakers were places where naturally more women were present, 

such as a primary school in La Vigilantia (where all the teachers were women and most children 

were brought to school by their mothers) and a meeting on the topic of child nursing in Para. The 

distribution over the ages turned out to be more or less balanced in the end, although it took a lot 

of effort to find the younger speakers (and this was almost impossible in the urban areas). 

I collected socio-linguistic meta-data by means of the questionnaire that was also used in the 

studies by the other researchers in the Suriname project and projects on heritage languages in the 

Netherlands (Moro 2016; Irizarri van Suchtelen 2016). Unfortunately, due to reasons of time it 

was not always possible to get a complete socio-linguistic profile of everyone, since the complete 

socio-linguistic interview would take up to 30 minutes. In these cases, I always tried to gather this 

information afterwards (usually through digital communication and sending out questionnaires), 

but this was not always possible, resulting in some empty cells (marked with ү--ү). In these cases, 

the recordings were used for linguistic analysis, but not for the correlations with social 

characteristics. 
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For the cases where their socio-linguistic background was known, all speakers claimed to 

have Javanese, Sranantongo and Dutch in their repertoire. The Javanese they speak is mostly 

ngoko: only twelve speakers (usually speakers above 50 from outside of Paramaribo) say that they 

have some knowledge of krama, although most of them know it only passively. Thirty-five 

speakers reported English to be in their repertoire. Other languages that speakers said to have 

(some) knowledge of were Spanish (11 times), Portuguese (4), Sarnami (3), үChineseҰ (3, probably 

Mandarin), Indonesian (1), Carib (1), үIndianҰ (1, probably Arawak or Carib), Ndyuka (1) and 

French (1). All speakers learned Javanese from birth within the family, as it was usually the 

household language (often shared with Dutch and sometimes Sranan). Only four speakers 

reported to have spoken mainly Dutch at home. However, Dutch was very often claimed as the 

mother tongue (14 times), showing that the use and competence in Javanese was restricted for 

these participants (to certain domains or interlocutors, e.g. grandparents). Javanese was claimed 

to be the mother tongue most often (36 times), followed by Dutch. Two speakers claimed to have 

a mix of Dutch and Javanese as their mother tongue. As language most spoken in daily life, the 

language most frequently claimed was Dutch (16), followed by Javanese (12). Sranan was 

mentioned as language most spoken only one time. Many speakers claimed to mostly speak a mix 

of languages, mostly Javanese and Dutch (6), a mix of all three (5), of Dutch and Sranantongo (3), 

or of Javanese and Sranan (2). As the preferred language, Javanese was mentioned 22 times, 

followed by Dutch (14 times). Eleven speakers preferred a mix of Javanese and Dutch. Two 

speakers had no preference for any of the three languages. One speaker claimed to prefer to speak 

Dutch mixed with Sranantongo, and two speakers claimed English to be their preferred language 

(probably for reasons of perceived prestige). The fact that Javanese is the most frequently 

mentioned mother tongue as well as preferred language, while Dutch is the most frequently 

spoken language in daily life, shows that there is some kind of conflict, or at least a split between 

heritage loyalty on the one hand and daily reality on the other hand. 

I used four main social characteristics to describe each speaker: generation, age group, place 

and network. The categorization and motivation for these factors was as follows. For generation 

(Gnr), I looked at how many generations were between the speaker and the original immigrants 

from Indonesia. The immigrants themselves are Generation 1, their children Generation 2, 

grandchildren Generation 3 etcetera. A mixed value (e.g. 3/4) means that one parent is of the third 

generation, and the other of the fourth generation. When converting to categorical scores (for 

calculations in later chapters), the speaker is taken to belong to the generation closest to the 

original immigrants (in this case Generation 3). It is expected that later generations will show 

more divergence from the homeland variety because of increasing language shift; with every new 

generation, the probability that the language is not transmitted anymore, or to a lesser extent, 

increases. This process, called intergenerational language loss, has been shown for example by 

Hulsen (2000) for heritage Dutch in New-Zealand, where there is a gradual shift in language 

change between the first, second and third generation. 
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The motivation for the ranges of the age groups (<41; 41-60; >60), which will play a role in 

the following chapters, follows this reasoning: speakers above 60 were born before the start of the 

great exodus to the urban areas in the 1950Ұs, which led to more contact with people from outside 

of the Javanese community, and therefore to more language contact. This contact is then expected 

to have effected speakers below 60 more than those above 60. Speakers below 41 are expected to 

show even more signs of language contact, since they have been born after Suriname became 

independent of The Netherlands in 1975, after which Dutch has become increasingly important 

for maintaining contact with family overseas and also as a household language.  

The main distinction as for place of residence is between speakers who live in the capital 

(Paramaribo, more mixed and therefore more language contact), and those who live outside in the 

Ҳdistrictsҳ (smaller, less mixed communities and more language maintenance). It is assumed that 

these latter speakers will show less effects of language contact.  

As for network, I made a distinction based on the participantsҰ description of how often and 

with whom they spoke Javanese: if this was only to one person (mostly a parent or grandparent), 

and they also indicated their preferred language as other than Javanese, I classified their network 

as Ҳmostly non-Javaneseҳ. If the participants indicated that their preferred and most frequently 

used language is Javanese, and they speak it to the majority of their network, I classified their 

network as Ҳmostly Javaneseҳ. Participants who said that they mostly spoke a mix of languages to 

everyone, or different languages to all their interlocutors, were classified as having a Ҳmixedҳ 

network. 

 

4.4 Homeland speakers 

4.4.1 The problem of defining  the baseline 

As discussed in 4.1, the research design employed for this study requires that heritage speakers are 

compared to speakers of the үbaselineҰ or үhomelandҰ variety. However, when we speak about 

Javanese, it is not necessarily straightforward how to define the baseline. As discussed in Chapter3, 

Javanese is a language with over 80 million speakers, with quite some dialectal differences. 

Javanese dialects are usually classified according to their geographical origin. Most Javanese is 

spoken in Central- and East-Java (in West-Java, Indonesian and Sundanese are more dominant). 

Central-Javanese spoken in and around Yogyakarta is usually considered to be the standard, on 

which most grammars of Javanese are based. 

To establish which of these regional variants to take as the үbaselineҰ, I used the numerical 

distribution of the original immigrants. As discussed in section 2.2.3.3, the majority of the original 

immigrants (around 66%) were from Central-Java, whereas an additional 20% were from East-

Java, and only around 5% from West-Java. In selecting the baseline participants, I decided to 

mirror this distribution by having around two thirds of participants from Central-Java, and one 

third from East-Java, so as to not overlook certain dialectal influences from either of the two 

varieties. As the representative area for Central-Java, I chose Yogyakarta, since this turned out to 
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be also the region where many of the original immigrants came from. For practical and logistic 

reasons, most of the speakers were from the city itself, but I tried to make the sample as diverse as 

possible in terms of educational level, in order to avoid a bias of highly educated speakers. As 

representatives for East-Java, I chose Malang, being a very vibrant urban area where the Javanese 

spoken is truly different from Central Javanese. I also visited the city of Surabaya, where I also 

found some participants to represent the Eastern Javanese dialect. 

 

4.4.2 Method of selection 

As discussed above, I tried to match the regional distribution of the original immigrants in the 

baseline speaker sample. I furthermore tried to match the baseline speakers to the heritage 

speakers in terms of gender (majority female) and age groups. My initial goal was to find at least 

30 speakers in total, but since data collection in Indonesia turned out to be quite easy, I quickly got 

to this amount. This was not only due to the fact that there are simply more speakers, but also 

because the problem of linguistic insecurity, which I described in the previous section for 

Suriname, does not seem to play a role in Indonesia. Even if some younger speakers might not be 

so sure about their competence in krama, whether they are able to speak ngoko does not ever seem 

to be under discussion. 

 

4.4.3 Overview  participants  

As discussed in 4.1, I collected data in Indonesia in 2015 as well as 2016. In 2015, the data consisted 

of eleven recordings of the Frog Story of young Yogyakarta speakers. These recordings were mainly 

used in order to make some initial comparisons with the Surinamese speakers, and to indicate 

some possible research topics, but they are not analyzed in the subsequent chapters. The data 

collected in 2016 consisted of 42 speakers: 40 complete sets, one speaker who did all the recordings 

except for the focus pictures, and one speaker with whom I only recorded the Frog Story. The 

overview of speakers is given in Table 4.2. I interviewed more women than men, parallel to the 

Surinamese group (26 female, 16 men). Mean age of the participants was 47.59 years. 

All of the speakers learned Javanese from childhood onward in the family. Most of the 

speakers felt most comfortable speaking Javanese (ngoko), six speakers were most comfortable 

speaking Indonesian. All of the speakers spoke Standard Indonesian, and 22 of the speakers also 

claimed English to be in their repertoire. Two speakers reported proficiency in Sundanese, one in 

Madurese, and one in the Minangkabau language. Two speakers had some proficiency in Japanese, 

and one of them also knew some Spanish. One other speaker said to know a bit of German, Dutch 

and Mandarin Chinese. 
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Table 4.2: Overview of Indonesian Javanese speakers in basic corpus, in alphabetical order. Sp = 

speaker abbreviation, Gnd = gender, F = female, M = male, Reg = region. 

Sp Age Gnd Place Reg Remarks 

IJ-11-E-22F 22 F Surabaya east  

IJ-15-E-63F 63 F Malang east  

IJ-16-C-53F 53 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-17-E-60F 60 F Malang east  

IJ-18-C-38F 38 F Yogyakarta central Only frogstory 

IJ-19-E-26M 26 M Malang east  

IJ-20-E-33F 33 F Malang east  

IJ-21-C-26M 26 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-22-C-40M 40 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-23-E-28F 28 F Malang east  

IJ-24-E-27F 27 F Malang east  

IJ-25-C-32M 32 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-26-E-29F 29 F Surabaya east  

IJ-27-E-56F 56 F Malang east  

IJ-28-E-59M 59 M Malang east  

IJ-29-C-74F 74 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-30-C-38M 38 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-31-C-66M 66 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-32-C-38F 38 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-33-C-77F 77 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-34-E-26M 26 M Malang east  

IJ-35-C-78M 78 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-36-C-51F 51 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-37-C-54F 54 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-38-C-35F 35 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-39-C-17F 17 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-40-C-23M 23 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-41-E-61F 61 F Surabaya east  

IJ-42-E-62F 62 F Malang east  

IJ-43-E-65F 65 F Malang east  

IJ-44-C-78M 78 M Yogyakarta central No focus pictures 

IJ-45-E-62M 62 M Surabaya east  

IJ-46-E-71M 71 M Malang east  

IJ-47-C-50M 50 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-48-C-54M 54 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-49-C-55F 55 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-50-C-71F 71 F Yogyakarta central  
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IJ-51-E-54F 54 F Malang east  

IJ-52-C-29M 29 M Yogyakarta central  

IJ-53-C-59F 59 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-54-C-22F 22 F Yogyakarta central  

IJ-55-E-27F 27 F Malang east  

 

4.5 Control groups 

The main comparison in this study will be between Surinamese Javanese and Indonesian Javanese 

speakers. However, in order to identify the possible source languages of the divergences, it is 

important to also compare data from the contact languages. Therefore, I used several control 

groups: Surinamese Dutch speakers, European Dutch speakers and Surinamese Sranantongo 

speakers. The data for European Dutch (10 speakers) used in Chapter 7 were taken from the corpus 

collected for the thesis of Moro (2016). The data for Surinamese Dutch and Sranantongo used in 

Chapter 7 were taken from the corpus collected by Stanley Hanenberg and Kofi Yakpo (2011, five 

speakers for Dutch, nine speakers for Sranan, clips and stories). Note that in these recordings, the 

researchers used a slightly different approach and the recordings are therefore not completely 

comparable: they elicited all the clips and stories in one single session, and used a selection of the 

videos. I therefore used this data only as additional data in Chapter 7 on transfer events, and not 

for overall frequency counts. The data on Surinamese Dutch used in Chapter 5 to Chapter 8 were 

collected by me in 2014 (1 speaker, focus pictures) and 2017 (two speakers, complete basic corpus). 

The participants were 1 male and 2 female, mean age 50.33. The data for Sranantongo used in 

Chapter 5 to Chapter 8 were collected by myself in 2017 (three speakers, complete basic corpus). 

These were 2 males and 1 female, mean age 37. All the data elicited by me in 2014 and 2017 were 

from speakers that also participated in the data elicitation for Surinamese Javanese (one from 

Paramaribo, five from Lelydorp). This is also noted in the overview in Table 4.3. None of the 

speakers participated in more than two languages (i.e. either Javanese and Dutch, or Javanese and 

Sranan). 
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Table 4.3. Overview of control groups (fs = frog story, cl = clips, st = stories, fp = focus pictures, 

F = female, M = male). 

Language Corpus Speakers Recordings Chapter 

   fs cl st fp 5 6 7 8 

Surinamese 

Dutch 

Hanenberg & 

Yakpo 2011 

5  x     x  

 Villerius 2014 1 (M)    x    x 

 Villerius 2017 2 (2 F) x x x x x x x x 

Sranantongo Hanenberg & 

Yakpo 2011 

9  x     x  

 Villerius 2017 3 (2F, 1 M) x x x x x x x x 

European 

Dutch 

Moro 2016 10  x     x  

 

4.6 Overview of corpora 

For comparability of the corpora for the different languages, I have given the approximate corpus 

sizes in number of recordings and number of words in Table 4.4. 

 

Table 4.4: Overview of sizes of basic corpora collected for this thesis. 

 Frog 

Story  

Clips Stories Focus 

pictures 

Total 

recordings 

Total words 

(approximately)  

Surinamese 

Javanese 

40 36 36 45 149 81,300 

Indonesian 

Javanese 

42 41 41 40 164 82,400 

Sranantongo 

  

3 3 3 3 12 7,500 

Surinamese 

Dutch 

2 2 2 3 9 6,000 

 

4.7 Procedures 

For the audio recordings, I used a Zoom H4N-device, and recorded in WAV format. If possible, I 

also recorded parts of the sessions on video in MPEG-II format, for which I used the Sony 

Handycam HDR-CX210E. Before recording, I explained to the informant what the task would 

entail, and explicitly stated that they were allowed to use different languages, and that I was not 

interested in the pureness or correctness of their language, but in the way they used it. In 

Suriname, the instructions were given in Dutch. I am aware that this might have influenced the 

responses and code-switches of the participants, but since I am not proficient in any other language 

of the country, and using Dutch in surveys is recognized as the standard local practice (Léglise & 
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Migge 2015: 20), this seemed to be the best practical choice. But it is still likely that these recordings 

echo a greater meta-linguistic awareness, a problem I also discuss in section 2.4.7. In Indonesia, 

the instructions were given by an assistant, usually in Indonesian (the use of Javanese ngoko was 

usually not appropriate because of age differences). 

I started the recordings stating the date, place, type of recording and name of the speaker. I 

tried to limit the sessions, which could consist of multiple tasks, to last no longer than 1.5 hours. 

At the end of the session, I conducted the socio-linguistic interview (in Dutch in Suriname, in 

Indonesian in Indonesia), and had the speakers sign a consent form. In this consent form, they 

could choose whether they allowed the recordings to be archived, to be used by others in the 

future, and whether they wanted to be anonymous. In total, 10 speakers disagreed to be filmed, 2 

speakers wanted to remain anonymous, and 2 speakers did not want their data to become available 

for future use by others. 

 

4.8 The corpus 

All of these recordings were transcribed using the transcription software ELAN (2018), which was 

also used to search through the corpus. All of the recordings from Suriname were transcribed by 

me. In the first stages, the transcriptions were completely checked by a native speaker of Javanese. 

After confirming that the number of errors of my transcriptions was relatively low, the other 

transcriptions were not checked as a whole, but only for the relevant points of doubt (such as the 

nasal prefix for actor voice). The data for Indonesian Javanese were transcribed by a native 

speaker, carefully instructed by me. I always checked these transcriptions before using them. The 

data were analyzed using different statistical procedures, which are described in the relevant 

chapters. All recordings will be archived in The Language Archive. 

In this work, all examples taken from these recordings will contain a reference to the specific 

recording. The filenames are built up as follows: the first three letters refer to the language, JVN 

for Surinamese Javanese and JAV for Indonesian Javanese, following the classification in Simons 

& Fennig (2018). The next part refers to the date of the recording, in the format YYYYMMDD, 

followed by the speaker code. The final part refers to the type of recording, where focuspictures 

refers to the focus pictures description task, clips to the Elicit Kit clips, stories to the longer Elicit 

Kit videos, frogstory stands for Frog Story, recipe for a recipe (sometimes followed by the name of 

the dish), and the үotherҰ recordings are given different names, depending on the content or type 

of recording (such as narrative or conversation). The complete filename of a recording would then 

be as follows: JVN-20170406-SJ-31-502-48M-clips.wav. 



 

5. Locative constructions in Surinamese Javanese 
 

5.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will look at locative constructions in Surinamese Javanese.27 The question how 

languages express location, that is the relationship between an object or person and the ground to 

which it is related, has been a widely studied topic. This area of grammar is of interest in the study 

of language contact, because previous studies have shown that locative constructions in heritage 

or bilingual speakers are susceptible to change, especially in a situation of variation where two or 

more possible constructions compete (see for example Ŝahin 2015). In cases like these, bilingual 

speakers will be more likely to select the construction in their heritage language which is also 

present in the dominant language (Silva-Corvalàn 1994; 2008; see ҲThe Vulnerability Hypothesisҳ 

in de Prada Pèrez 2015; ҲThe Alternation Hypothesisҳ in Jansen et al. 1981).  

This has been shown to be the case in Suriname: Sranantongo originally allowed the use of 

both post- and prepositions in locative constructions, but modern day Sranantongo speakers show 

a high preference for prepositions, following the construction found in Dutch (Yakpo et al. 2015). 

Yakpo, Van den Berg, and Borges (2015: 165) analyze this as a case of convergence, which in a 

broad sense can be defined as the increase of Ҳ(partial) similarities at the expense of differences 

between the languages in contactҳ (Weinreich 1953 in Yakpo et al. 2015: 165). The more narrow 

definition of linguistic convergence, which they apply in their analysis, is Ҳthe adaptation of an 

element in language A to match the scope and distribution of an element of language B that is 

perceived to be its functional equivalentҳ. This phenomenon, where bilinguals copy the 

(frequency) distribution of an element from one language to the other, has also been referred to 

as Ҳfrequential copyingҳ (Johanson 2002). This frequential copying usually entails 

overgeneralization of a minor pattern in the affected language (Ҳan element in language Aҳ), to 

imitate the distribution of a similar construction (Ҳfunctional equivalentҳ) in the dominant 

language. This Ҳovergeneralizationҳ, together with the process of Ҳsimplificationҳ, has been 

pointed out as an important process in bilingual speakers, coming from the need for Ҳlightening 

the cognitive load of having to remember and use two different linguistic systemsҳ (Silva-Corvalán 

1994: 3Ҭ6). 

In the Surinamese Javanese speech community, the three languages Javanese, Dutch, and 

Sranantongo are in constant interaction at the community level (multilingual language use and 

language attitudes) as well as the individual level (code-switching and borrowing). The situation 

in Suriname has been characterized as a case of language shift (Yakpo, Van den Berg, and Borges 

2015: 166), in which Dutch and Sranantongo are becoming increasingly dominant. Heritage 

speakers, such as the Surinamese Javanese, form a unique population to study the influence of 

factors such as the nature of linguistic input, incomplete acquisition, universal principles, and 

                                                                        
27 This chapter is based on Villerius, Sophie. 2018. The expression of location and space in Surinamese and 

Indonesian Javanese. Wacana 19(1). 191Ҭ218. 
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cross-linguistic transfer. What they all have in common is a reduced usage of the heritage 

language, with Dutch and Sranantongo becoming more and more dominant. A typical outcome 

of heritage language contact, especially in cases of reduced usage and imminent language shift, is 

simplification of linguistic structures (Thomason 2001: 12; Silva-Corvalán 2008; Hickey 2010: 

214). 

What differences, if any, are there between the heritage and homeland variety in terms of 

spatial reference? How are these related to direct influences from Dutch or Sranantongo? To what 

extent are these differences linked to individual speaker characteristics such as age, generation, 

network, and place of residence? By separating these different factors this study aims to contribute 

to the understanding of direct cross-linguistic transfer on language change. 

To examine spatial reference in heritage Javanese as spoken in Suriname, and compare it to 

the strategies employed in baseline Javanese as spoken in Indonesia, the chapter is structured as 

follows. Section 5.2 covers the typology of locative expressions in general. Section 5.3 presents the 

possible constructions found in the three languages involved. Section 5.4 describes the 

methodology employed, and section 5.5 reports on the results. This is followed by a discussion in 

section 5.6 and final conclusions in section 5.7. 

 

5.2 The typology of spatial reference 

Spatial reference has been a widely studied topic in languages throughout the world, and there are 

several features within this domain which are universal. The most influential typology is that by 

Talmy (1985), who classified both events in which the location is stationary as well as those in 

which movement is present under the broad category of Ҳmotion eventsҳ, composed of the same 

basic elements (Talmy 1985: 61). 

The main elements within these motion events are the ҲFigureҳ and the ҲGroundҳ. The Figure 

is the object or being that moves or is located, whereas the Ground is the point of reference, with 

respect to which the Figure moves or is located. The relationship between the two is expressed by 

the ҲPathҳ, which in English is usually by means of a preposition. Examples of these three elements 

for motion events in English are given in (31) for a stationary location, and (32) shows an event 

involving movement. 

 

(31) Figure  Path Ground 

 The pencil lay on the table (Talmy 1985: 61) 

 

(32) Figure  Path Ground 

 The pencil rolled off the table (Talmy 1985: 61) 

 

Another (optional) element of the locative construction is the Region or Search Domain, a notion 

first introduced by Hawkins (1981, in Langacker 1987: 286). This element narrows down the 


























































































































































































































































































































































