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Abstract 

Part of a larger dissertation research, the paper will investigate preliminary data on the code-

switching and language mixing use of Javanese (a local language), Bahasa Indonesia or BI 

(the national language) and English by youth, both in conversations as well as in writing, in 

the city of Semarang in Central Java, Indonesia, a multilingual developing country of the 

global South. The preliminary findings indicate that youth in Semarang use Javanese, BI and 

English under a norm of polylingualism, with Javanese and BI being the predominant 

bilingual medium in spoken conversation. Gaul Indonesian, a sub-dialect of BI, acts as an 

intermediate scale between local and global scales of language. While BI is predominantly 

used in writing, the use of Javanese re-emerges in the least regulated and most informal 

domains of writing. The youth in this study use English more in writing than in spoken 

conversation, using it as a means of expressing a voice that is locally different and resonates 

with global popular culture but for the purpose of expressing very local and personal 

expressions. 

 

Keywords: multilingualism, language alternation, literacy, youth, Indonesia.  

1. Introduction 

Compared to multilingualism in spoken language, multilingualism in written language -

especially involving code-switching and language mixing- has relatively been under-researched 

(Sebba 2012). However, there has been recent promising research on written multilingualism 

especially in the rapidly developing field of computer-mediated-communication (e.g. 

Androutsopoulos 2007a, 2007b, Danet and Herring 2007, Thurlow and Mroczek 2011) as well as 

various studies on literacy and globalization in both developed and developing countries (e.g. 

Backhaus 2005, Pappen 2007, Collins and Slembrouck 2006, 2007). These studies show that 

written language can be a dynamic site of multilingualism and language contact in the context of 

contemporary globalization. 

In the global North, studies on multilingual literacy have mainly grappled with issues of 

multilingualism arising from processes of immigration (e.g. (Skilton-Sylvester (2002) and Davis 

et al (2005) in the US, Blackledge (2000) in England, Blommaert (2004), Blommaert et al 
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(2006), Collins and Slembrouck (2006, 2007) in Belgium). In these countries, the multilingual 

situation usually involves a dominant national language of the host country vis-a-vis the various 

foreign languages brought in by immigrants. These foreign languages often have no legal 

standing and tend to be treated as threats to the host country language, intertwined with the 

broader politics of immigration. 

In contrast, studies conducted in the global South (e.g. Aikman (2001), Salomon and Apaza 

(2006), and Lopez (2001) in South America; Blommaert (2003), Reh (2004), Juffermans (2011) 

in Africa; Kwan-Terry and Luke (1997), Ladousa (2002), Kosonen (2008) in Asia) often deal 

with a multilingual situation where in addition to a national language there are often other local 

languages/vernaculars that are legally acknowledged based on claims of tradition or indigeneity. 

On top of this, the historical processes of colonialism, language contact and the expansion of the 

global economy has increased the presence of foreign 'global languages' (e.g. English) as an 

additional layer to the multilingual mix and hierarchy of languages in these developing countries 

(Kosonen 2008). This presents a different social and political dynamic of multilingualism 

compared to the immigration related issues of multilingualism in the global North. The 

multilingual issues of the global South center more around national-local language politics 

(Keane 1997, Spitulnik 1998, Kosonen 2008), the spread of global languages (Pennycook 2007, 

Saxena and Omoniyi 2010, Vaish 2010) and the relation between global and local in the 

periphery (Higgins 2009, Blommaert 2010). 

Youth language and literacy presents an especially dynamic demographic when it comes to 

multilingualism. Youth are often at the cutting edge of multilingualism with their propensity to 

be agents of linguistic change, adopting new and hybrid language forms, and embracing new 

digital media (e.g. Bucholtz and Skapoulli 2009, Rampton 2005, Leppanen et al 2009). Youth 

also have the tendency make use of and mix various language varieties (styles, registers, dialects, 

multiple languages) in their practices of identity construction (e.g. Bucholtz 1999, 2001, Bailey 

2000a, 2001, Eckert 2000) even using and adopting language forms normally not associated with 

their own specific social or ethnic category (Cutler 1999, Rampton 2005). 

This paper aims to understand the dynamic of multilingualism and globalization among 

youth in the context of Indonesia, a multilingual developing country of the global South.  Set in a 

Semarang, Central Java, the paper will investigate the code-switching and language mixing use 

of Javanese (a local language), Bahasa Indonesia or BI (the national language) and English by 
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youth, both in conversations as well as in writing. The paper will be guided by the following 

main questions: (a) how are these languages used by youth in their conversations and literacy 

practices? (b) What possible social meanings are being indexed by the alternation or code-

switching between languages in youth conversations and social literacy? (c) How are these social 

meaning located within wider language ideologies of local, national, and global languages? 

The data analyzed in this paper was obtained during a preliminary visit in 2011 in 

preparation for dissertation fieldwork to be conducted beginning in the fall of 2012. I recorded a 

conversation between four youths, all recent graduates from the same high school, at a road stall 

during an evening out in the city. The literacy or textual data was collected from texts provided 

or referred to by one of the youth in the form of class notes, school magazines and Facebook 

statuses.  

2. Sociolinguistic Background  

Indonesia is a multilingual country with hundreds of regional languages (Ethnologue (Lewis 

2009) puts it at 719 languages, Sneddon (2003:196) puts it at around 550). Around 14 languages 

are spoken by Indonesia's largest ethnic groups which comprise nearly 94% of the population 

(Bertrand 2003:265).  

While Javanese is the largest of these language groups (with now around 80 million 

speakers) and shares structural similarities to BI, it is nevertheless still considered by scholars 

and most Indonesians as a local language in contrast to the national language of Bahasa 

Indonesia (Errington 1998a, 1998b, Goebel 2010). The most researched feature of Javanese has 

been about the asymmetric exchange of speech levels according to differences in power and 

status. However, most of the data shown in this paper will illustrate symmetrical exchanges in 

the ngoko Javanese speech level,
3
 as is common with interlocutors who are familiar with each 

other and are of the same status. Studies such as Errington (1985a, 1998b), Smith-Hefner (1989), 

Goebel (2005) have shown that there is a general trend towards this symmetrical exchange of 

ngoko between familiar equals and symmetrical exchange of básá or even BI between unfamiliar 

                                                           
3
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and (b) básá, which comprises of madya (middle level) and krámá (most refined level) that is used to index 

deference to the addressee. 
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equals, whereas Wijayanto (2007) reports that Javanese children and youth now predominantly 

use BI or ngoko Javanese in their spoken conversations. 

The Indonesian national language (Bahasa Indonesia - BI) is the official language of the 

country and is widely spoken and used in writing by a majority of the population. While it has a 

growing number of mother-tongue speakers, BI is largely spoken as a second language by a 

majority of Indonesians.
4
 The widespread and relatively conflict-free adoption of a national 

language by such a large variety of ethno-linguistic groups has led Joshua Fishman to call 

Bahasa Indonesia as a "linguistic miracle" and "the envy of the multilingual world" (Fishman 

1978:333).  

BI itself was historically a planned language. It originated from High/Literary Malay 

standardized by the Dutch colonial government in the 19th century (Errington 2008). It was then 

adopted by the Indonesian national government after independence from the Dutch and 

underwent further language planning and standardization in the 20th century (Sneddon 2003). 

Some of the reasons for widespread adoption of BI was that spoken versions of Malay were 

already lingua francas across the archipelago and the fact that BI (as a planned language based 

on a literary variety) had no clear native speaking community (Errington 1998b), rendering it 

somewhat as an 'un-native' language and thus reducing antagonism to the language from other 

regional ethno-linguistic groups.  

Studies on multilingualism and language ideology in Indonesia (e.g. Keane 1997, Errington 

1998a, 2000, Kuipers 2008, Goebel 2010) have discussed the relation between BI and local 

languages, particularly focusing on the politics of language regarding the different social roles 

between national and local languages. These studies highlight the way the state-backed national 

language program and state ideology positioned BI as the language that indexes state authority, 

formality, objectivity, and a national context in contrast to local languages which were seen to 

index informality, subjectivity and local/regional contexts. This regime of language regarding the 

different social meanings of BI and local languages is often manifested and 

constructed/enregistered (Goebel 2010) through mass media and formal education (Nababan 

1991, Darjowidjojo 1998, Goebel 2010) as well as in daily social interaction (Lutz 1998, 
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Errington 1998b, Goebel 2005, 2007) where Indonesians often alternate between BI and local 

languages to index these differing social meanings.  

However, in post-Soeharto Indonesia, English as a global language has increasingly become 

a prominent feature of Indonesian public life.
5
 While English was once regulated for public use 

in the 1990s (e.g. see Boellstorff 2003:235 on English in Indonesian television), English 

borrowings, phrases and terms was nevertheless widely used by the mass media and businesses.  

English was also pushed as the main foreign language in formal schooling (Nababan 1991, 

Darjowidjojo 1998) and has recently even been allocated more teaching time (Lamb and 

Coleman 2008:198) especially through the creation of international-level schools (Sekolah 

Bertaraf International) made possible by the National Education Law of 2003. With the fall of 

the New Order regime and the loosening of government control over language use in public, 

English has now become almost ubiquitous in Indonesian public life and mass media, with 

advertisements and business signs often either contain English or are wholly in English (Sneddon 

2003:176). As a result, in addition to BI and the local languages, English has now become part of 

the 'linguistic landscape' (Huebner 2006) of contemporary Indonesian society. 

Youth in Indonesia has historically been defined through the term pemuda or "nationalistic 

youth" (Kiem 1993:165) which developed during the Indonesian revolution for independence 

and further solidified by the Indonesian developmental state (Foulcher 2000). With the fall of the 

centralized developmental state after the events of the Reformasi in 1998, nationalistic youth has 

dispersed into various competing political ideologies and issue based movements (Nilan 2004) 

and now tends to be comprised of older youth and young adults, mainly university students. The 

other notion of youth in Indonesia refers to remaja -"perhaps best translated as ‘teenager,’ 

perhaps as ‘adolescent'" (Siegel 1986:203)-, which has mostly been defined in relation to 

lifestyle, popular culture and economic consumption. The substantial literature on the study of 

this category of youth culture in Indonesia (e.g. Siegel 1986, Baulch 2007, Kiem 1993, Bodden 

2005, Luvaas 2009, and Slama 2010) has shown how youth often combine and appropriate 

foreign cultural forms and language to create new forms of expressions that are different from 

those within the national or traditional/local forms of expressions. Studies on Indonesian youth 

                                                           
5
 Ever since Indonesia's independence from the Netherlands, English has replaced Dutch as the de facto prestige 

foreign language (Tanner 1967). Due to the segregated policy of the Dutch colonial administration and the decision 

to use Standard Malay (now BI) as the administrative language with the local population (see Stoler 2002, Maier 

1993 and Groeneboer 1998), the Dutch language was never widely spoken in Indonesia.  
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language (e.g. Smith-Hefner 2007, Djenar 2008, 2012) have shown how non-standard BI youth 

language varieties index a national yet cosmopolitan identity that is distinct from those that are 

indexed by local languages or by standard BI. This often leads non-standard youth language to 

be stigmatized as unacceptable both because of the perceived lack of quality of the language and 

also because of the questionable morals and lifestyle this language is viewed to represent (Djenar 

2012).  

3. Analyzing Multilingual Literacy in Contemporary Globalized Contexts 

In the classic theories of code-switching (e.g. Blom and Gumperz 2000 [1972], Myers-

Scotton 1988, 2006), the choice or alternation from one language to another was seen as 

indexing or marking certain social identities. Indeed, even in the cases where overall code-

switching is the norm, Myers-Scotton (1988:162, 2006:167) has argued that the use of multiple 

languages still indexes dual or multiple identities that are salient for the speakers in the 

interaction. In contrast, those taking a conversational analysis (CA) approach (Auer 1988, 1995, 

1998, Sebba and Wootton 1998, Gafaranga 2007) have argued that code-switching may not 

always index social identity but can instead function as discourse-related contextualization cues 

for the conversation at hand. Furthermore, CA-based approaches argue for focusing only on the 

specific social identities that are brought up or made relevant in talk (Antaki and Widdicombe 

1998) as well as limiting social context only to things that are directly related to the conversation 

at hand (Stroud 1998).  

While this cautionary note on social identity and notion of discourse-related code-switching 

is analytically useful, this paper and the proposed research will nevertheless seek to explore the 

relation between language choice and alternation to broader notions of social context that include 

non-linguistic actions, social structures and cultural beliefs (Stroud 1998). Thus, as Bailey 

(2007b) has argued, the concept of metaphorical code-switching -changes in language to invoke 

social meanings associated with a certain language that may not be active/present during the 

conversation- can still be used to understand the way language alternation are connected to social 

identities, socio-cultural frameworks or language ideologies that are specific to the contextual 

and socio-historical relations between language and social forms (Woolard 1998, Irvine 1989, 

1998, Kroskrity 1998). What CA-based approaches brings to this paper's analytical framework is 

a more detailed approach to: (a) the often blurry difference between metaphorical code-switching 
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and discourse-related code-switching (Bailey 2000b), and (b) that there may not be a one-to-one 

connection between alternation to a specific language and a certain social identity or indexical 

meaning; in other words, language alternation may index multiple social meanings. 

A more recent perspective on multilingualism and code-switching views that in reality, 

especially in the context of globalization, people tend to have "truncated multilingualism" which 

means people may not necessarily be fully competent in all the languages they use in their 

multilingualism/code-switching (Meeuwis and Blommaert 1998:77). In contemporary globalized 

contexts, people's multilingual repertoires are often derived from a variety of languages with 

differing levels of competence (Blommaert 2010:106). The notion of "polylingualism" 

(Jorgensen 2008, Moller and Jorgensen 2009) emphasizes that people use whatever language 

features are at their disposal to achieve their communicative aims, regardless of how well they 

know these languages.  

This differs from the general notion of multilingualism which has the implicit assumption of 

it being comprised of multiple monolingualisms, with monolingualism being considered the 

natural norm (Meeuwis and Blommaert 1998:78, Makoni and Pennycook 2007:16). To a certain 

extent, the notion that there are different 'languages' is a socio-cultural construct (Jorgensen et al. 

2011:27). As Irvine and Gal (2000) has shown, the differentiation and identification of languages 

can often be the product of socio-historical and political processes (e.g. colonialism). Makoni 

and Pennycook (2007:2) have argued that languages are the "inventions of social, cultural and 

political movements", though the notion of 'languages' still has social force in the lived 

experience of language users (Bailey 2007a:271). 

As polylinguals, speakers not only use features from various languages but also the socio-

cultural values that are indexed by/associated with these features (Jorgensen et al. 2011:79). This 

acknowledgement of indexicality makes polylingualism similar to the Bakhtinian concept of 

heteroglossia (Bakhtin 1981) in which the use of linguistic features associated with various 

languages can draw intertextual meaning from broader cultural and historical instances of 

language use (Bailey 2007a:272).  

Since it focuses on the use of linguistic features, a polylingual/heteroglossic perspective can 

also be sensitive not just to difference between languages or codes but also to socially indexical 

differences within languages, in other words when differences between varieties within one 

language (styles, registers, dialects) can be as indexically salient as differences between whole 
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languages (Bailey 2007a:268, Meeuwis and Blommaert 1998:81). Thus in general, a 

polylingual/heteroglossic perspective can capture CA's emphasis on conversational and discourse 

management code-switching and the notion of bilingual or mixed-language "medium" 

(Gafaranga 2007) while also striving to see the broader indexicalities and intertextualities of 

polylingual language use. 

A polylingual/heteroglossic perspective better anticipates the various sociolinguistic 

phenomena that characterize contemporary globalization. Among others, the "disorderly 

recombinations and language mixings occurring simultaneously in local and distant 

environments" (Jacquemet 2005:274) brought about by "transidiomatic practices" (2005:264) or 

"metrolanguages" (Otsuji and Pennycook 2010), the spread of various forms of global languages 

such as English (Pennycook 2007), and the commodification of languages that accompanies 

these phenomena (Heller 2010).   

Nevertheless, analyzing polylingualism/heteroglossia in contemporary globalized contexts 

also requires a "comparative analysis of scale" in order to capture "the spatial scope, temporal 

durability, social reach" (Blommaert and Rampton 2011:9) of the indexical meanings associated 

with the linguistic features involved. As Blommaert (2010:42) puts it:  

Sociolinguistic phenomena in a globalization context need to be understood as developing at 

several different scale-levels, where different orders of indexicality dominate, resulting in a 

polycentric 'context' where communicative behavior is simultaneously pushed and pulled in 

various directions. 

Here, "scale" refers to a stratified metaphor of semiotized social space, in other words, the 

different levels of social context that are indexed by or associated with certain language forms - 

i.e. local/global, core/periphery (Blommaert 2010:32-37). "Orders of indexicalities" refers to "a 

stratified general repertoire in which particular indexical orders relate to others in relations of 

mutual valuation - higher/lower, better/worse" (2010:38) while "polycentricity" refers to the 

various linguistic centers of authority (2010:39) that language users orient to through their 

polylingualism/heteroglossia. The notion of polycentricity helps in understanding the multiple 

social meanings that can be indexed by the use of or alternations into multiple languages while 

also reminding us that these various indexical meanings may not be equally valued by language 

users. 

Thus, this explicitly stratified perspective on the social indexicality of language makes these 

concepts better suited to deal with the often stratified nature of linguistic markets (Bourdieu 
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1991). This is particularly true for Indonesia, where state ideology and the politics of language 

has stratified the position of BI as a national language vis-a-vis local languages (Keane 1997, 

Errington 1998a, 1998b, 2000, Kuipers 2008, Goebel 2010:16-22) and where various styles and 

registers within these languages (see Errington 1998b on the different speech levels of Javanese 

and Smith-Hefner 2007 on the gaul Indonesian register) index different scales of social meaning 

and prestige.  

Nevertheless, most of these perspectives on multilingualism have generally been oriented 

towards analyzing language mixing in spoken language. Sebba (2012:6) has argued for three 

ways in which these frameworks can be adapted to deal with code switching and code mixing in 

written communication which, unlike spoken communication, is often not synchronous or 

sequential. First is the need to maintain the connection between written language and social 

contexts by viewing writing as a social practice (Street 1993, Barton 1994, Baynham 1995). 

According to Barton and Hamilton (1998:6-7), this entails viewing literacy as a social practice 

inferred from events mediated by written texts; identifying and acknowledging that different 

literacies  can be associated with different domains of life and where some forms of literacies can 

be more dominant than others; seeing literacy practices as being patterned by various contexts 

such as social institutions, social relations and power; viewing literacy as purposeful and 

embedded in people's broader social goals and cultural practices; paying attention not just to the 

practice of literacy but also to people's awareness, ideologies and discourses on literacy. Second, 

in viewing writing and literacy as embedded in social contexts, Sebba (2007:41) has shown that 

different domains or spaces of writing tend to have their own regulations or regimes of 

orthography, ranging from highly regulated spaces of official writing to least regulated spaces 

such as electronic media and graffiti. Third, the visual and graphical aspects of written language 

also have the potential to function as contextualization cues (Sebba 2012:12) in conjunction with 

the use of multiple languages. This has been shown in studies of multilingual signs and 

advertising (e.g. Reh 2004, Backhaus 2005, Huebner 2006, Kelly-Holmes 2005) in which 

aspects such as orthography, fonts and layout functions as "paralanguage", i.e. the texture of 

language, which can function to aid the communication of meanings. Thus, extending and 

adapting these analytical frameworks on multilingualism to the analysis of multilingual written 

language becomes a way of re-connecting the study of literacy back to the broader ethnography 

of communication or "linguistic ethnography" (Rampton 2007), which seeks to explore the 
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"three way relation between language form, language use [events] and language evaluation 

[ideologies]" (Collins 2006:253). 

4. Language Alternation in Spoken Conversation 

The recorded conversation involved four youths: three males (Antok, Yos, Toni) and one 

female (Cepy), all of whom attended the same high school (DB high school) located in the urban 

area of Semarang. I was only acquainted with one of the youth, Antok (A). As far as I know, 

most of the youth were raised in Semarang and the language they used indicated that all were 

fluent speakers of the local Javanese dialect of Semarang. At the time of the recording, the 

youths had recently graduated from high school and all were in the transition of going into 

college. All the male youths were going into local colleges and only Cepy (C) will leave the city 

to go to a banking college in Jakarta, the nation's capitol and largest city. 

Since I will be dealing with three languages, the following fonts will be used to differentiate 

lexical items from different languages. 

Normal font: Javanese 

Bold font: Bahasa Indonesia 

Bold underlined: Jakartan Indonesian / gaul Indonesian. 

Italic font: English 

Additional transcription notations used are listed below. 

= - indicates utterances that are latched or contiguous to each other 

(( )) - indicates action by the speaker or when words are unintelligible 

[  ] - indicates paraphrasing or insertions for the sake of translation 

 

Participants: 

A- Antok, Y - Yos. T- Toni, C- Cepy. 

4.1. Alternation between Javanese and Bahasa Indonesia  

Much of the recorded conversation was conducted in the ngoko speech level of Javanese as is 

typical with conversations among Javanese friends of the same age and social position. 

Nevertheless, these youth also often alternated into BI (both the standard BI and the non-
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standard gaul/Jakartan BI) in their conversation, as is common with many Indonesians who are 

bilingual and speak a local language.  

Regarding the alternation between Javanese and Indonesian, Errington (1998b) and Goebel 

(2005) have made use of Gumperz's (Blom and Gumperz 2000 [1972], Gumperz 1982) concepts 

of metaphorical and conversational code-switching to analyze both the discursive and social-

interactional functions of code-switching. Errington (1998b) utilized Gumperz's functional 

categorization of code-switching, cataloguing how alternation between Javanese and BI was used 

for various discourse/conversational functions (such as reiteration, reporting speech or speech 

modeling) while also particularly focusing on the "personalization-objectivization" category to 

understand how the use of Javanese models a personal/first person stance while alternation into 

BI models an authoritative, objective, third-person stance. This analysis thus presents a detailed 

differentiation between language alternation for “discourse-contextualization functions”, i.e. 

conversational management switches that do not necessarily co-occur with external changes in 

the context and signals that there is a concurrent shift in speech activity but not necessarily in 

socio-cultural interpretive framework (Bailey 2000b:172), and language alternation for 

"metaphorical code-switching" which brings across certain indexical meanings associated with 

the language. Goebel (2005), on the other hand, emphasized the importance of the distinction 

between Javanese and BI as a distinction between a "we code/they code", particularly in the 

interaction between Javanese and non-Javanese migrants. These migrants alternate into or use 

Javanese as a form of "adequation" (Bucholtz and Hall 2005, Goebel 2010) into the local 

Javanese ethno-linguistic identity. Both, however, illustrate that the distinctions indexed by the 

alternation between the two languages in interaction reflect the permeation of broader ideologies 

regarding the indexical difference of local and national languages in communication, as also 

reported by other studies on national-local language bilingualism in Indonesia (e.g. Keane 1997, 

Errington 1998a, 2000, Kuipers 2008, Lutz 1998, Kang 2006). 

The recorded conversation also presents examples of the discourse-contextualization 

functions that alternation into BI can play. Extract 1 below shows an example of alternation into 

BI functioning as reiteration; in which both Antok and Cepy use BI in turns 4 and 5 to reiterate 

to Yos the same point that Cepy initially made in Javanese in turn 1. 

Extract 1 

1 C: Tapi nèk ning Admiral, iki mesti rak tau gelem. 
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2 Y: ápá tá? 
3 C: Kloting-an.  
4 A: Baju kaé lho. Tapi luwih apik. 
5 C: Admiral-admiral. Yang diskonan distro-distro tu lho. 
_____________________ 
1 C: But if [we go] to Admiral, this [guy] must not want to go. 
2 Y: What is it? 
3 C: Clothing 
4 A: Clothes, you know. But better. 
5 C: Admiral. The discounted distros, you know. 

Whereas Extract 2 below illustrates an instance of quotation or "speech modeling" (Errington 

1998b:118-119); Antok switches to BI to model a hypothetical dialog between a high school 

student and a potential corporate sponsor. The switch to BI informs his addressees that this is a 

speech modeling since BI would be the appropriate language for this (hypothetical) social 

context of formal business requests. 

Extract 2 

18 A: Heh, SMA limá ki sponsoré akeh ndès. DB sponsoré sithik. ápá áná gelem. "Apa mau 
  jadi sponsor buat katalog ndak? Dari SMA mana?" SMA limá, eh terpandang. Eh, DB? 
___________________ 
18 A: Heh, SMA five has many sponsors man. DB only has few sponsors. Who would want to. 
  "Would you want to be a sponsor for a yearbook? From which high school?" SMA  
  five, eh [they're] well known. Eh, DB? 

From a perspective based on sociolinguistic scale (Blommaert 2007b, 2010), while 

discourse-contextualization functions do not necessarily change the participants' socio-cultural 

framework - frameworks which can even be considered as being momentarily suspended (Bailey 

2000b:172) - they nevertheless still reflect the hierarchy of valuation of languages and the 

different levels of social context these languages refer to. Thus, BI is used to reiterate or 

emphasize a point because it indexes a more authoritative scale compared to the personal nature 

of Javanese. Similarly, BI is used to model a sponsorship request because it represents an official 

or formal scale of business interaction. 

The recorded conversation also presents examples of Errington's (1998b) "personalization-

objectivization" difference between Javanese and BI. Extract 3 below, Antok alternates between 

Javanese and BI to explain the advantages of Blackberry cell-phones over regular cell-phones, 

something which he apparently learnt from a magazine.  
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Extract 3 

3 A: Mentang-mentang punya Blekberi pakenya BBM. Tapi anu ák ndès, yen aku tá mácá 
4   majalahé, majalah tá ndès, ápá, efek dari pemakaian sing ápá sing áná mesenjer-  
5  mesenjeré ki tá orang lebih memilih, ápá, kontèk-kontèkan pakai mesenjer daripada  
6  smsan. 
7 T: Hè'èh lah. 
8 A: ápá, pake'é udah paket kan trus karo= 
9 T: =lha ndak mbayar ák. 
10 A: Pending, ápá, masalah pending darang. Itu kan katané hampir tidak mungkin pending. 
11 T: Tergantung operatoré ák To'. 
12 A: Nggak, yen ápá yen mesenjer áná sing buat application mesenjer ki tá ki - nganu ápá - ki  
13  dadi rak bakal pending. Operatoré apapun kekuatané káyá gimanapun asal ada sinyal 
14  atau ada ápá ada hotspot isá ora pending. Wong ápá, android waé BBM android arep  
15  ngalahké BBM sedelok meneh. 
16 T: Kethoké sih memang ngono. 

____________________ 

3 A: Just because [you] have Blackberry [you] use BBM. But -what man- I read a   
4  magazine, a magazine man -what- the effect of using the - what- those ones with  
5  messengers, people choose more -what- [to] contact using messenger instead of   
6  sms. 
7 T: Yeah, lah. 
8 A: What - using it is already a package right, and also= 
9 T: =because [you] don't pay. 
10 A: Pending - what- the issue of pending as well. It's said that almost never pending. 
11 T: Depends on the operator, Antok. 
12 A: No, if - what - if the messenger, [if] there is an application for the messenger right   
13  -it's what- it will make it never pending. Whatever the operator, the strength like  
14  however, as long as there is signal or there - what - there is hotspot, [it] will not 
15  pending. What- even android BBM, android will defeat BBM soon. 
16 T: Certainly looks that way.   

Particularly in lines 4-6, line 10 and lines 13-14 Antok uses BI in combination with Javanese to 

relay his two main points: (a) that Blackberry users prefer to use the messenger applications 

rather than text messages, and (b) this is because these messenger applications almost never have 

delivery problems. Lines 13-14 basically reiterate the same point Antok has already made in line 

10 but adds new information - about operator and signal strength - in BI. This use of BI helps 

makes the new information and the overall statement appear more factual and objective. The use 

of BI also builds an intertextual connection between his statements and what would have been 

reported by the magazine because BI is the official language of mass media, making it seem as if 

Antok was quoting directly from the magazine. This shift between personal and objective stances 

can also be seen as a shift in "scale" (Blommaert 2007b, 2010) in which Antok uses BI in order 
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to shift to a higher scale that is more authoritative and objective compared to the personal scale 

of Javanese. 

Nevertheless, not all alternations from Javanese to BI constitute discourse-contextualization 

functions or metaphorical code-switching. BI lexical and morphological features are often 

assimilated with local languages in conversations in what is labeled as 'language salad' (bahasa 

gadho-gadho) by most Indonesians (Errington 1998b:98). While Errington (1998b) has provided 

an in-depth discussion regarding the way Javanese discourse particles (such as lho, tá, kan) and 

affixes are used in the assimilation and naturalization of BI lexical forms into Javanese 

conversation, Goebel (2007) has made use of Gafaranga's (Gafaranga and Torras 2002, 

Gafaranga 2007) notion of medium to explain that the back and forth between Javanese and BI 

constitutes "code alternation as the medium."  According to Gafaranga (2007:305) the preference 

in bilingual conversation may not necessarily be for talk in the same language but can be for talk 

in the same medium, in which a medium for conversation may not necessarily be monolingual 

but can comprise more than one language (see also Meeuwis and Blommaert 1998). This notion 

that Javanese and BI can comprise a bilingual medium of conversation is illustrated in Extract 4 

below. 

Extract 4 

18 T: Naik apa kamu? Kereta? 
19 C: Naik pesawat. Kan aku mbèk mamané. Mumpung ada yang pulang itu ya dimanfaatin. 
20 T: Dadi kowé ning káná ki ketemu terus mbèk mamamu tá? 
21 C: Yá rak tá, mamaku Tangerang ák. 
22 T: Bedhá ya? Jauh ya? 
23 C: Jauh. Semarang-Solo. 
24 A: Heh? 
25 C: Eh yá ora ding, kejauhen ding. 
26 T: Semarang-Ambarawa. 
27 A: Jakarta-Tangerang kuwi? 
28 C: Aku pokokmèn numpak taksi léwat= 
29 T: =Teké, seká Jakarta ke Tangerang naik taksi? Pirá ndès? Ratusan ribu? 
30 C: Satus ráng puluh. 
_____________________________ 
18 T: What will you take? Train? 
19 C: Take a plane. I'll [be] with my mom. While there's someone going home [you] take  
  advantage [of that]. 
20 T: So when you're over there you meet your mom all the time. 
21 C: No, my mom is in Tangerang. 
22 T: Different? Far? 
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23 C: Far. Semarang-Solo. 
24 A: Heh? 
25 C: Eh, no, too far. 
26 T: Semarang-Ambarawa 
27 A: Is that Jakarta-Tangerang? 
28 C: I just take a taxi through= 
29 T: =What!? From Jakarta to Tangerang by taxi? How much man? Hundreds of thousands? 
30 C: A hundred and twenty. 

In turns 18-23 from Extract 4 above, Toni poses the initial question in BI (turn 18) and Cepy 

initially replies in the same language before switching to a mix between BI and Javanese (turn 

19). Toni then switches to Javanese in the next turn (20) and back to BI in the second part of turn 

22. In turn 29, T initially starts in Javanese but switches to BI in mid-clause after the Javanese 

preposition seká (from) only to switch back to Javanese in the next clause and then back to 

Indonesian in the last clause. The overall pattern of alternation here (following Auer 1995) can 

thus be simplified as AB1 AB2 AB1 AB2 (upper case letters representing particular languages, 

numbers indicating speakers). However, for the participants of the conversation, this back and 

forth between Javanese and BI does not seem to index changes in the conversational rights and 

obligations sets of the participants (Myers-Scotton 2006) or any clear discourse-contextualization 

functions or metaphorical switchings. This is also shown in the way Cepy also replies using a 

mixture of both languages. Thus in the context of this conversation, it can be said that these 

youths are using Javanese and BI as a bilingual medium of conversation.  

This conversation can also be seen as functioning under a norm of polylingualism (Jorgensen 

2008, Moller and Jorgensen 2009) in which language mixing is not a deviation but actually a 

normal practice in conversation. In their daily communication, these youth speakers often make 

simultaneous use of various linguistic features (lexical items, particles, affixes) that are normally 

associated with Javanese, BI and even English. Nevertheless, as Jorgensen et al (2011:30) notes, 

speakers use certain linguistic feature not just based on semantics but also based on the cultural 

values and indexical meanings that may be indirectly evoked due to the association of features 

with certain languages (Jorgensen et al. 2011:30). This is shown in Javanese-BI alternations for 

both discourse-contextualization functions and metaphorical switching. Even in the case of 

discourse-contextualization switches, language alternation can still "bring in some of the flavor" 

(Blom and Gumperz 2000 [1972]:117) of the wider social meanings and scales associated with 
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certain languages, even though the alternation may not affect the context of the conversation or 

the participants' socio-cultural framework. 

Despite functioning within a norm of polylingualism, the analysis will show that there are 

local polylingual norms or "orders of indexicality" regarding which and how features associated 

with certain languages can be mixed. In the next section, the paper will show how the use of 

certain features that index a certain scale and center of (socio) linguistic authority (Blommaert 

2007a, 2010) can breach the boundaries of the local polylingual norms and order of indexicality. 

4.2. Alternation into Gaul / Jakartan Indonesian 

Elements from gaul/Jakartan Indonesian are also present in the recorded conversation. I 

follow Smith-Hefner's (2007) labeling of this dialect of BI as gaul Indonesian since her label 

includes (a) lexical and morphological forms from the Jakartan dialect of BI, and (b) 

abbreviations and lexical forms created through the clipping and blending of multisyllabic words 

of either BI, regional or foreign origin.  

Table 1. Examples of differences between standard Indonesian and gaul Indonesian  

 

In this conversation, numerous gaul Indonesian lexical items are used as transfers (Auer 

1995) or borrowings in discussions related to romance. This ranges from the standard words like 

pacar (boy/girlfriend), gebetan (hook-up), to playful blendings such as cinlok (cinta lokasi - 

location love) and jojoba (jomblo-jomblo bahagia - happily single). What is interesting to note 

here is that contemporary Javanese youth do not seem to use Javanese when they are talking 

about romance (see Slama 2010). On a separate occasion, Anto has told me that he rarely uses 
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Javanese when talking to girls he has a romantic interest in, saying that it feels awkward to 

express his romantic feelings in Javanese. 

In this recorded conversation, gaul Indonesian features can be used as discourse-

contextualizing functions just like standard BI. For example, Extract 5 below, Cepy and Toni 

make use of the gaul pronoun lo/lu ('you') to joke about the homophony between the drink Antok 

is ordering (STM - susu telor madu or milk-egg-honey) and the abbreviation for technical 

vocational schools (STM- Sekolah Teknik Menengah or Technical Highschools) which are 

stereotypically known for their unruly students. 

Extract 5 

13 C: Ora nganggo J? 
14 T: STM? 
15 A: Hè' èh ora sah anggo J. 
16 C: Oh lu anak STM? 
17 T: ((laughs)) STM berapa lo? 
18 C: Mesti yang bajunya dilinting-linting dimasukin ((laughs)) 
19 A: Teké, aku tá áná ák ndès. Ning ápá ning ning ning cedhak omahku tá, cah mangkat  
  nggáwá buku siji mlaku klunthang-klunthung. 
20 C: O         
21 T:  ((laughs)) 
22 C: O ngono A? .... O ngono A? 
_____________________________ 
13 C: without G [ginger]? 
14 T: STM? [susu telur madu: milk egg and honey] 
15 A: Yeah, without the G. 
16 C: Oh are you an STM (vocational school) kid? 
17 T: ((laughs)) Which STM are you? 
18 C: Must be [the ones]  whose shirts are rolled up and tucked in.  ((laughs)) 
19 A: Y'know, there's one. At -what- at near my house, [there's a] kid who leaves [to school]  
  carrying one book walking without direction. 
20 C: O 
21 T: ((laughs)) 
22 C: O is that so A? Is that so A? 

What is important to note is that the use of the gaul pronouns in Extract 5 does not refer to 

Antok's real identity - which both Cepy and Toni know is not that of an STM student - but to a 

fictional identity of Antok as an STM student as part of the joke; in other words, the gaul 

pronouns are part of the discourse-contextualizing function that signals that the statement is a 

hypothetical 'speech modeling' or joke.  
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These two examples above show that when gaul Indonesian forms are used as transfers or as 

part of discourse-contextualizing functions, then the participants of this conversation seem to 

treat it as an acceptable part of the Javanese-BI bilingual medium and local norms of 

polylingualism and order of indexicality.  

On the other hand, the use of gaul pronouns elicits meta-linguistic commentary from others 

when it is used to refer to one's real interactional self or the real interactional identity of other 

participants in the conversation. For example, in Extract 6 line 1 and 3 below, Cepy uses the gaul 

pronoun gue ('I/me') to refer to her real interactional self who will attend college in Jakarta in the 

near future. This use of a gaul pronoun to talk about one's real self elicits a meta-linguistic 

reaction (albeit non-verbal) from Toni in line 2 and leads him to match the use of gaul pronoun 

by using lu ('you') twice in referring to Cepy in line 4. 

Extract 6 

1 C: Oh ntar gue kuliah di Jakarta. 
2 T: Wuh ((laughs)). 
3 C: Paling gue balik tiga hari sekali. Eh, tiga bulan sekali. 
4 T: Malem minggu lu kemana cobak aja lu 
5 C: Ngomah. Lha mèh ning ndhi malem minggu? 
6 T: Pas di Jakarta sésuk lho 
7 C: Yá ning Slipi Jaya 
__________________________ 
1 C: Oh later I [will] go to college in Jakarta. 
2 T: Wuh ((laughs)) 
3 C: I [will] go back once every three days. Eh, once in three months. 
4 T: Sunday eve, where [would] you [go] 
5 C: At home. Where [am I] about to go Sunday eve? 
6 T: When [you're] at Jakarta tomorrow. 
7 C: At Slipi Jaya 

What is interesting in Extract 6 is that after Toni shifts to using a gaul pronoun to refer to Cepy, 

she ceases to use gaul Indonesian altogether and reverts back to Javanese, thus returning the 

conversation back to the local order of indexicality and polylingual norm of the bilingual 

Javanese-BI medium. 

Extract 7 below provides a more explicit example in which another participant problematizes 

the use of gaul pronouns to refer to real selves in conversation. 
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Extract 7 

4 T: Saiki kowé PP-né Jakarta yá, Jakarta-Semarang. 
5 C: Iya dong ((laughs)) 
6 A: Sms aku waé anggo gue-gue ák. 
7 T: ((laughs)) 
8 C: Hé kita kan orang Jakarta ya. 
9 T: ((laughs)) 
10 C: Lu orang mana? 
11 A: Semarang aja lah. 
12 C: Aduh, orang mana ya? 
13 A: Lampèr 
__________________ 
4 T: Now you [go] back and forth Jakarta right, Jakarta-Semarang. 
5 C: Yes, of course ((laughs)) 
6 A: Even when texting me [she] uses gue 
7 T: ((laughs)) 
8 C: Hey, we're Jakartans [aren't we?] 
9 T: ((laughs)) 
10 C: Where [are] you from? 
11 A: Just [from] Semarang. 
12 C: Ouch, where [are you] from? 
13 A: Lamper  

In the above extract, Cepy initially shifts to gaul Indonesian through the use of the discourse 

particle dong ('of course'). This leads Antok to comment about Cepy's past use of the gaul 

pronoun gue ('I/me'). In return, Cepy then explicitly identifies herself as Jakartan (turn 8) and 

proceeds to use the gaul pronoun lu to refer to Antok in turn 10. Unlike Toni in Extract 6, who 

matches this use of gaul pronouns, Antok maintains his 'local' self identity by using BI and then 

Javanese in turns 11 and 13.  

The interactional reactions of the participants coupled with their meta-linguistic commentary 

indicate that the other participants consider this manner of using gaul pronouns as possibly 

indexing a change in the interactional identity of the participants or at least as a breach of the 

local norm of polylingualism/order of indexicality. From a perspective based on polycentricity 

(Blommaert 2007a, 2010), Cepy can be seen as shifting towards the gaul sociability as a center 

of sociolinguistic authority through her self-referential use of gaul pronouns which clashes with 

the local Javanese-BI based center of sociolinguistic authority that Antok and Toni are still 

orienting to. This explicit orientation towards a Jakarta-dominated metropolitan gaul sociability 

through gaul pronouns is treated as too much of a shift in scale away from the local polylingual 

norm/order of indexicality, leading to the meta-linguistic reaction of the other participants. 
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The fact that these youth treat gaul Indonesian pronouns as a deviation from their preferred 

bilingual Javanese-BI medium confirms with Errington's (1985b) observation that pronouns have 

more "pragmatic salience" in linguistic usage in interaction than other linguistic categories. It 

also illustrates Meeuwis and Blommaert's (1998) notion of layered code-switching, in which 

differences between languages can sometimes be "less salient than differences between varieties 

of languages." Thus, gaul Indonesian pronouns are more salient in indexing a different social 

identity than standard BI pronouns. One reason for this is maybe due to BI's relative 'un-

nativeness' (Errington 1998b) in which BI -due to its origin as a planned language- does not 

index a clear native-speaking group or localized identity. Coupled with the wide-spread use of BI 

in almost all domains of social life, BI has also become a part of the "local conversational 

lifeworlds" (Errington 1998b:183) thus enabling the national scale of BI to be largely integrated 

with local scales of interaction. This is further shown in Extract 7 line 11, in which Antok states 

his local Semarang identity initially using BI before using the Javanese name of his 

neighborhood in line 12. On the other hand, gaul Indonesian -at least gaul pronouns- still retains 

its indexical connection with the social identity associated with Jakarta, its metropolitan lifestyle 

and gaul sociability (Smith-Hefner 2007) which is still largely treated by these youths as a 

distinct "ethnolocality" (Boellstorff 2002) compared to their local Semarang-Javanese identity.  

4.3. The use of English 

The use of English in the recorded conversation was limited to borrowing or transfers of 

lexical items and phrases mainly adopted from digital communication and internet social media. 

This was shown in Extract 3 with terms from cellular telecommunication such as 'application', 

'messenger', and 'pending.' Terms taken from social media that were used in this conversation 

included terms such as 'add', 'approve' and 'in relationship', which was also used to talk about the 

dating statuses of friends. 

Most of these English borrowings and transfers, just like BI and gaul borrowings and 

transfers, do not signal a change in social identity or breach the local norms of 

polylingualism/order of indexicality. While some scholars (e.g. Errington 2000, Sneddon 2003) 

have considered these English borrowings as indexing prestige and exemplary status among 

Indonesian urbanites and intelligentsia, these youths are not using English terms as signs of 
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prestige but as a shared vocabulary that have become part of their local conversation due to their 

appropriation of these transnational forms of technology and social media.  

The limited use of English in this conversation is mainly due to the youths' limited 

competency in the language, at least for spoken conversation. However, Meeuwis and 

Blommaert (1998:93) has argued that "competence in the languages involved in code-switching 

is certainly not a prerequisite for code-switching", thus these youths may transfer or code-switch 

into English regardless of their competence in the language. This will be more apparent in the 

written language data. 

4.4. Summary of findings 

The youth in the recorded conversation alternate between Javanese and BI for discourse-

contextualization functions and for metaphorical code-switching. Nevertheless, alternation 

between Javanese and BI also constitute a bilingual medium of conversation since these youth 

also alternate and mix features from both languages in instances that do not constitute discourse-

contextualization alternation or metaphorical code-switching. 

In alternating between Javanese and BI, these youth follow a local norm of polylingualism 

and order of indexicality that is centered on the local Semarang-Javanese and BI bilingual 

medium. The boundaries of this local norm and order can be seen when one of the youth starts to 

use gaul pronouns to refer to her real self, leading the others to give meta-linguistic reactions and 

commentary. This use of gaul pronouns to orient oneself towards the Jakarta dominated gaul 

sociability clashes with the local Semarang-Javanese center of sociolinguistic authority and order 

of indexicality. 

The use of gaul pronouns, because they index a clear "ethnolocal" metropolitan Jakarta 

identity, is more "pragmatically salient" (Errington 1985b) than other gaul features as well as 

standard BI pronouns. Due to its "unnative" origins and widespread penetration into all forms of 

social life, BI has largely been integrated into the "local communicative lifeworlds" of these 

Javanese youth. 

5. Language Alternation in Written Language 

Most of the data in this section was provided by Antok, one of the youth in the recorded 

conversation above, including access to his Facebook messages. As this shows only one person 
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as a source of written language practice, most of the analysis here will play more of a heuristic 

role about the trends in language choice and alternation in youth's literacy practices.  

Sebba (2007) has shown that there is a continuum in "orthographic regime" depending on the 

type of domain/genre of writing, starting from those focused on standard orthography (school 

writing, publication) all the way to those focused on non-standard orthography (text messaging, 

chat rooms). While this paper will take matters of orthography into consideration, through 

recognizing and reproducing the orthographic choices of the written text in transcripts, it will 

focus more on language choice and alternation in youth's writing practices and endeavor to 

extend the analytical framework of the spoken language alternation as well as see whether there 

are commonalities with the spoken language findings. 

5.1. Class notes 

The class notes of these Indonesian youths reflect the institutional practice in their school in 

which class notes are a reproduction of student exercise textbooks (Lembar Kerja Siswa - LKS). 

As a result, these class notes are entirely in standard BI. There is very little use of non-standard 

BI forms: all affixations are complete and are of the standard varieties, there is very little use of 

non-standard clippings or abbreviations and there are no Javanese or English lexical items except 

in the form of established technical borrowings of scientific terms. These notes even reproduce 

questions and the bullet-point style explanations contained in the LKS exercise books.  

 

Picture 1. Sample of class notes.  
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Thus, these class notes are a product of the institutional orthographic and linguistic regime of 

formal Indonesian education. In particular, the bullet-point style of note taking and verbatim 

copying of exercise questions reflect a type of educational and literate practice that is oriented 

towards preparing students for the yearly standardized National Exam (Ujian Nasional). The 

reproduction of the language of the textbook in these notes affirms that within the institution of 

public schooling and national examination, there is an order of indexicality/regime of language 

which posits standard BI as the only permissible code/medium for these literacy practices, 

illustrating the monolingual norm of classroom literacy. This is what Blommaert et al. (2005b) 

calls a monologic domain, where there is no dialogue or use of other languages and there is only 

one dominant or "monocentric" center of linguistic authority. By encoding written knowledge 

only in standard BI, this language regime also strengthens the broader order of indexicality of BI 

as the language of science, fact and objectivity and reflects the still largely top-down language 

regime or "vertical discourse" (Bernstein 1999) of formal education. 

5.2. School magazines 

Due to the advent of the internet and social media, school magazines are no longer regularly 

published by high schools (at least in Semarang). These magazines were usually intended for 

internal consumption within schools and often serve as an extra-curricular activity for students 

(i.e. a journalism club). Antok provided me with a copy of his school magazine (which seems to 

publish only twice a year) from early 2010 and I am not certain whether this magazine is still 

active at the moment.  

This edition of the magazine was titled "New Spirit." In the magazine, there were two articles 

written by teachers, one was the editorial of the magazine titled "New Spirit", the other an 

opinion column titled "A New Learning Spirit for Our Best Future." In explaining the meaning 

of "New Spirit", the editorial indicated that the title of the edition was a back-translation from the 

Indonesian phrase "semangat baru." The rest of the magazine was mostly comprised of student 

written reports. As a school magazine, most of the reports were primarily written in standard BI 

though English was also used in the form of borrowings or as titles of articles. 

The use of non-standard BI and English forms were only found in two articles, one that 

focused on a student organized Valentine's Day party and another profiling student writers.  
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Below is a sentence from the Valentine's Day report titled DB's Luv Day [sic] which illustrates 

the way non-standard gaul Indonesian and English form are used. 

Extract 8 

Kawan-kawan semua, kalian pasti tahu kan tanggal 14 Februari itu diperingati sebagai 
hari apa?? Yup, hari kasih sayang atau kerennya disebut valentine day! 
... 
Acaranya seruuu looh... mulai dari performance modern dance yang ditampilkan dengan 
kostum yang keren, band SMA DB dengan macam-macam grup mulai dari kelompok 
kelas X, XI, dan XII yang semuanya bikin happy. 
__________________ 
Friends, you all must know that 14 February is celebrated as what day?? Yup, the day of 
love or popularly/cool known as valentine day 
... 
The event was exciting, you know... starting from the modern dance performance that 
was shown with cool costumes, DB high-school band with various groups starting from 
class X, XI, and XII groups that all made [us] happy. 

While the language used in the example is still standard BI, it has a less formal and more 

conversational style, particularly through the initial greeting of "kawan-kawan semua" ('friends'). 

In addition, the mixed use of gaul Indonesian and non-standard BI spellings, such as 'keren' 

(cool), 'bikin happy' (makes [us] happy) and 'seruuu looh' (exciting, you know), renders the 

report more 'relaxed' and informal compared to if it was written only in standard BI. This style of 

writing mimics the relaxed and conversational style of writing present in popular youth 

magazines. Djenar (2008:265) has noted the expanding use of colloquial gaul Indonesian in 

writing suggests not only the growing prestige of this variety but also an “emergence of literacy 

in this non-standard variety among Indonesia’s urban youth." At the same time, the use of 

English in the title, the non-standard English borrowings ('yup') and "local English" 

constructions -such as 'performance modern dance'
6
 - evokes the cosmopolitan nature of the 

event and, consequently, the participants. As such, this style of writing can be seen as orienting 

towards the informal, modern and nation-wide scale of gaul sociability that is also cosmopolitan 

in its cultural awareness (Smith-Hefner 2007). 

The least linguistically and orthographically regimented part of the magazine was the "Give n 

receive" section at the end. This is a form of public bulletin board in which students post 

messages to each other; a form of "social media" that pre-dates computer-mediated forms such as 

                                                           
6
 The construction 'performance modern dance' uses Indonesian morpho-syntax in which the adjective 'modern 

dance' is placed after the noun 'performance', instead of Standard English in which the adjective precedes the noun. 
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Facebook or Twitter. In this least regimented section, the use of Javanese re-emerges where it is 

often mixed or alternated with BI, gaul Indonesian and English. Students also use non-standard 

spelling of words, combined with numbers, punctuation marks and typographic symbols, often 

for playful effects. For example, in Extract 9 below, the message sender initially uses non-

standard BI especially through the -in suffix of kecewain ('disappoint'). The second part of the 

message initially uses English ('F#ck to you') and then alternates to a mix of Javanese and non-

standard BI ('Nek wes kayak gitu bangga po koe').  

Extract 9 

Dari : Adilla 

Untuk : B & D 

Salam : "Jangan kecewain temenku lho! Buat si B" 

      "F#ck to you! Nek wes kayak gitu bangga po koe? Buat si D" :@ 

__________________ 

From : Adilla 

For : B & D 

Message : "Don't disappoint my friend! For B" 

        "F#ck to you! If [you're] like that, are you proud? For D" :@ 

 

Extract 10 
Dari : Ndudh Clique 

Untuk : S.V. Clique Famz.... 

Pesan : Tetap solid ya kavand.... 

        Wlupun Klas XI kita belum tentu 1 kls lagi...... 

        Best friend forever................ 

        Luvt u all.......!!! 

_____________________ 

From : Ndudh Clique (Fat Clique) 

For : S.V. Clique Famz (family) 

Message : Stay solid friend 

    Even though Class XI we may not be 1 class again...... 

    Best friend forever................ 

        Luvt u all.......!!! 

 

Extract 10 above illustrates the playful non-standard BI spelling students use in this section. 

Some spellings are abbreviations for the purpose of saving space, such as 'wlupun' (from 

'walaupun') and 'kls' (from 'kelas') but others are for stylistic and playful purposes, such as 'famz' 

(from 'family'), 'kavand' (from 'kawan') and 'luvt' (from 'love'). 

Thus, as a whole, this school magazine represents Sebba's (2007) continuum of orthographic 

regimes as well as being an example of a polycentric (Blommaert 2007a, 2010) text. Report 

articles on formal school activities and academics still orient towards standard BI and are thus 
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the most regimented section of the magazine. Reports on student profiles and social activities are 

already shifting its orientation towards the informal style of gaul language literacy that is widely 

found in popular youth magazines as well as the cosmopolitan aspirations of this language style. 

The student message boards present the least regimented section where the use of Javanese re-

emerges mixed with features from BI, gaul Indonesian and English. 

5.3. Language alternation in social media 

Social media texts present a hybrid genre of literacy, meaning it contains elements of spoken 

conversation as well as written communication. This also makes it one of the least regimented 

domain of writing in which spoken language is used often together with non-standard and playful 

use of orthography (Danet and Herring 2007).  

Just as illustrated in the "Give n receive" section of school magazines, the lax orthographic 

regimentation and similarity to spoken language usually means the re-emergence of Javanese in 

written communication. Most of the data from Antok's communication with his friends were 

conducted in this language. Just like in the recorded conversation, Javanese was most commonly 

used in alternation with BI as well as features from gaul Indonesia. Extract 11 below illustrates 

the way alternation between Javanese and BI -by Antok in line 8 and 10, by G in line 9 - is also 

used in written communication as metaphorical code-switching to index differences stances of 

personal/first-person and objective/third-person.  

Extract 11 

Status A: Hash meh MU mbantai kek, meh arsenal digiles kek (sakke).. 
   Penting Chelsea, AC Milan, mbek Real madrid selalu di hati.. 
   Klub liyo preketek.. 
 
7 G: Hawane team sing bar iki diajurke chelshit wes nggor.. 
8 A: Mimpi siang bolong.. 
9 G: Koyone tidak ada suatu hal yg disebut mimpi mbe MU wes... 
  Anything possible right now.. 
10 A: Uda deh, perang urat syarafnya kalo mau tanding aja, drpd mikirin MU - Chelsea yg
  bersaing scr sehat.. 
  Mending pikirin tu Barca (the best of the riot maker), jek sensi ndes mbek klub siji iki.. 
__________________________________________________ 
Status: Hash, whether MU kills, whether arsenal gets run over (pity) 
  [What's] important Chelsea, AC Milan, and Real Madrid always in my heart 
  Other clubs  whatever 
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7 G: Feels like the team after this will be destroyed is chelshit Nggor 
8 A: [you're] daydreaming 
9 G: Looks like [there] isn't a thing called a dream by MU now 
  Anything possible right now.. 
10 A: Enough, [have] the mental battle only when [they're about to] play, rather than think 
  [about] MU-Chelsea that has a healthy competition.. 
  Better think about that Barca (the best of the riot maker), [I'm] still sensitive with that 
  one club man.   

Extract 11 also shows how youth use English more frequently in their written interaction 

compared to spoken communication. This is likely due to the asynchronous nature of written 

communication which enables youth to use other resources to plan their writing. Internet 

mediated social media also enables youth to appropriate longer stretches of English text through 

copy and pasting. Written language also makes it easier for youth to mask their difficulties in 

pronunciation and thus makes them more confident to use English, sometimes even as the 

medium of their communication with friends. Nevertheless, the limits of their competence in the 

language often still emerge in their texts. Extract 12 below illustrates Antok's attempt at using 

English to express his personal feelings and discuss them with others. The other participants (PR 

and FK) initially take up Antok's use of English. However, when issues of comprehension start 

to emerge in turn 5 FK abandons English and switches to BI, which Antok follows in giving his 

full explanation of his predicament. 

Extract 12 

Status A:  Actually, nobody can really understand.. 
 Left me when I need them.. 
 The most of them just demand, but not understand my condition.. 

 
1 PR: unyuunyu.kacian.. 
  them? what ar u meaning of them? 
2 FK: are you sure? if you've problem or something you can settled, just tell him, he  
  never leaves you :) 
3 A: PR: them itu mereka.. 
  Hahaha.. 
  FK: not he, not she, but they.. 
  And i think, they won't listen me, bcos they just think themselves.. 
4 FK: hahahaha if they won't listen you, you can talk to the other right ? 
5 A: What do you meant about 'i can talk to the other right'? 
6 FK: Kalo mereka gk mau dengerin, km kan bisa ngmg sm mereka" yg lain... 
7 A: Gini, bukane ga mau crita.. 
  Jd critanya tu 'mereka' yg q maksud ya bisa dbilang menuntut saya melakukan yg
  terbaik buat mereka, tanpa mau tau kondisi saya.. 
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  Jd ga ada sangkut pautnya ma mereka yg lain.. 
  Hehe.. 
__________________________ 
1 PR: unyuunyu. poor [you] 
  them? whatar u meaning of them? 
2 FK: are you sure? if you've problem or something you can settled, just tell him, he  
  never leaves you :) 
3 A: PR: them is they.. 
  Hahaha.. 
  FK: not he, not she, but they.. 
  And i think, they won't listen me, bcos they just think themselves.. 
4 FK: hahahaha if they won't listen you, you can talk to the other right ? 
5 A: What do you meant about 'i can talk to the other right'? 
6 FK: If they don't want to hear, you can still talk with the others... 
7 A: [It's like] this, [it's] not [that I] don't want to tell the story... 
  So the story is 'they' that I'm talking about can be said demanded that I do the  
  best for them, without wanting to know my condition.  
  So there's no relation with those others 
  Hehe... 

Youth often use English in social media to express their personal emotions and feelings. This 

use of English becomes a form of "vernacular globalization" (Appadurai 1996) which contributes 

to new ways of local expression and "structures of feeling" (Ahearn 2001). In his discussion of 

English-using Indonesian "indie" bands, Luvaas (2009) explains that English is used to 

differentiate oneself both from being regional (and thus backward) and from the BI speaking 

general populace; thus presenting a unique "Indonesian" voice (i.e., indie) that is at the same 

time in tune with global popular culture. Meanwhile, Boellstorff (2003) suggests the notion of 

"dubbing culture", through which certain Indonesians "dub 'Western' sexual subject positions" 

which allows "individuals to see themselves as part of a global community but also as 

authentically Indonesian (2003:237)." Thus, the use of English by these Semarang youth can be 

seen as a way for them to use a voice that is unique and socially different
7
 from local and 

national forms of expressions but also resonate with global cultural forms, for the purpose of 

expressing often very local and personal expressions. 

Nevertheless, as Extract 12 shows, these youths' English exhibits the extensive grammatical 

mistakes and odd constructions that is typical of "grassroots English" (Blommaert 2010:128), 

which is often the product of the limited resources of learning English in the global periphery as 

                                                           
7 This aspect of social difference refers to the way Indonesians use English in communicating with other 

Indonesians as a means of showing prestige or the exemplary status of the speaker (Errington 2000). 
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well as a product of the "peripheral norms" (Blommaert et al. 2005a) of English that develop as a 

result of these conditions of the periphery.
8
 These youth seem to be aware of this and have 

expressed their concern whether they are able to meet the English requirements of tertiary 

education which includes passing the TOEFL exam. These youth also understand the general 

societal perspective regarding the key role of English as a gate-keeper in advanced education and 

high-earning job markets (Lamb and Coleman 2008). Thus, despite using English to evoke 

global scales of indexicality when conversing with others, these youth nevertheless understand 

that the "local" variety of English they command would not travel beyond their local social 

networks and communicative contexts.
9
 Nevertheless, this does not stop these youths from using 

English as an indexically meaningful and productive aspect of their written communication. 

The use of English to present an exemplary and social different voice, or "scale-jumps" - in 

which a certain language or language variety can be used to evoke a higher or broader social or 

temporal scale which others may not be able to match (Blommaert 2007b)-, can also be 

challenged by others participants in social media communication. Other youth who want to use 

the local Javanese-BI order of interaction can negotiate or call out those who attempt to use 

English in their communication. For example, in Extract 13 below, VD 'calls out' Antok’s use of 

English in his status as being inauthentic and showing off.  

Extract 13 
Status A: I want what's best for you.. 
   And if there's something else that you're looking for.. 
   I'll be the first to help you try.. 

1 VD:  pottoyyo''. . haha :p 
2 A:  Opotohh.. 
   Ga mudeng artine wae bawel og..:p 
3 VD:  ngece. muukiilhoo. .  
   wuu 
   paling kmu nuliss jg cuma jiplakk. .  
   gayaaa, , , 
__________________ 

                                                           
8
 This “local English” is an example of what Kachru (1997) calls “World Englishes” which describes the global 

spread, adoption and localization of English by various English speaking communities due to colonialism, language 

contact and globalization processes. This perspective contrasts with the linguistic imperialism perspective 

(Phillipson 1992) which sees the global spread of English as a new form of imperialism leading to a global linguistic 

homogeny. See Pennycook (2003) for a critique of both these paradigms. 
9
 This contrasts with the music groups in Luvaas' (2009) example, whose access to global forms of English enabled 

them to both differentiate themselves from other Indonesian music groups and at the same time truly participate in 

transnational scale of the global pop music scene. 
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1 VD:  what [are you] on about... haha :P 
2 A:  What [are you] on about 
   [Why] talk if [you] don't even understand the meaning..:p 
3 VD:  [how] you mock [me] 
   wuu 
   you probably write just by copying 
   [you're just] showing off 

Just as the spoken conversation, social media communication is thus a polycentric and 

dialogic (Blommaert 2007a, Blommaert et al 2005b) domain of communication. Youth orient 

towards and interactionally negotiate various centers of sociolinguistic authority, scales and 

norms of polylingualism/order of indexicality.
10

 However, the written, asynchronous, mediated 

and translocal potential of social media communication means that the Javanese-BI bilingual 

medium and local polylingual norm/order of indexicality may not have the prominent 

position/status it had in face-to-face spoken conversation. Youth may actively seek to ground the 

interaction in this local polylingual norm/order of indexicality in reaction to those who use 

features or languages that index higher scales of social context, as shown in Extract 13, or they 

may mutually elect to conduct their communication in different medium that orient towards a 

more global scale and order of indexicality, as shown in Extract 12.  

5.4. Summary of findings 

The findings from the various examples of different domains of writing can be summarized 

in the following table, following Sebba's (2007) continuum of orthographic regime. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10

 Lee (2011) has suggested that Facebook status updates constitutes a hybrid genre which combines features of 

instant messaging, texting and blogging, thus leading and enabling multilingual and multimodal textual practices.  
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Table 2. Characteristics of different domains of writing 

 

Literacy in Javanese, especially in the ngoko speech level, re-emerges in the least regimented 

domains of writing. This suggests that domains of writing closely associated with educational or 

formal institutions operate under a regime of language dominated by BI as the official standard 

language of Indonesia and that the loose regimentation and speech-like-quality of these least 

regimented written domains invite the use of local languages in similar ways as informal 

conversations among equals do in Central Java. From a social practice perspective on literacy, 

these informal and non-standard writing practices are a legitimate form of literacy and 

communicative practice but are often missed by studies on literacy in Indonesia that focus on 

formal, standard forms of writing. Nevertheless, this informal local-language literacy is no 

longer conducted purely in Javanese but are instead conducted under a norm of polylingualism 

and mixed with language features associated with BI, gaul Indonesian and English. 

The asynchronous and mediated nature of writing, particularly in computer mediated 

communication, enables these local youth to be more confident and use more English than in 

spoken conversation. These Semarang youth use English to articulate authentic personal 

expressions in a voice that is socially different from the norm of Indonesian youth yet also 

resonate with wider global forms of cultural expression. Nonetheless, these youth realize that the 

local forms of English they command may not necessarily travel beyond their local scales of 

communication. 
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6. Conclusions 

This preliminary data on youth multilingualism presents a number of possible assumptions 

about how youth in Semarang use Javanese, BI and English in their spoken conversation and 

social literacy practice. Youth's multilingualism in using these languages function under a norm 

of polylingualism, in which mixing of the features associated with these languages is a normal 

practice of communication. In spoken communication, the majority of the polylingual mix 

consists of features from Javanese and BI, including features associated with gaul Indonesian. 

The use of English is limited in spoken conversation but youth use it more extensively in their 

informal written communication on internet-based social media. The asynchronous, written and 

mediated nature of internet-based literacy enables youth to be more confident in their English, 

particularly through scaffolding methods such as copying and pasting. Standard BI is most 

predominant in formal school-based writing while texts oriented towards youth social life shift 

towards the combined use of BI and gaul Indonesian forms. Interestingly enough, Javanese re-

emerges in writing in the least regimented and informal textual domains, often mixed with BI as 

well as English. However, as it is in youth's spoken communication, the Javanese literacy is 

conducted mostly using the ngoko speech level. 

The extensive alternation between Javanese-BI indicates that these two languages constitute 

a bilingual medium (Gafaranga and Torras 2002) in youth's spoken and written communication. 

Nonetheless, the use of these two languages in youth's communication still retain their subtle 

indexical differences, as shown in the way alternation between Javanese and BI are still used for 

discourse-contextualization functions and metaphorical code-switching. This suggests that the 

use of Javanese and BI can be seen as shifting towards a state of "alternational language mixing" 

where "the most proficient" and "most balanced bilinguals are likely to be found" (Auer 

1999:318).  

The subtle indexical differences between Javanese and BI follow along the lines of personal-

objective, informal-formal, solidarity-authority, 'we code' - 'they code', as reported in the 

literature regarding the indexical difference between national and local language in Indonesia 

(e.g. Keane 1997, Lutz 1998, Errington 1998a, 2000, Kang 2006, Kuipers 2008, Goebel 2005, 

2007, 2010). 

 The use of gaul Indonesian presents a slightly different case. While youth often insert 

features from gaul Indonesian in their Javanese-BI speech, the use of gaul pronouns - especially 
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in referring to one's real self - triggers a change in the social identity of the speaker and elicits 

meta-linguistic reaction or commentary. As a sub-dialect of BI often associated with the 

metropolitan capital city of Jakarta, gaul Indonesian - especially pronouns - still indexes this 

specific "ethnolocality" (Boellstorff 2002) whereas BI (due to its planned origins and unnative 

nature)  has largely been integrated into these Javanese youth's "local conversational lifeworlds" 

(Errington 1998b:183). The nature of gaul Indonesian as a dialect which combines features from 

local languages, non-standard BI, and English, often through playful blendings, clippings and 

abbreviations makes gaul a dialect that can act as an intermediate scale that mediates between 

national and global scales of language.
11

 This is shown in the use of gaul Indonesian in lifestyle 

oriented articles in school magazines and in the way gaul Indonesian indexes an informal, 

modern Indonesian yet also cosmopolitan gaul sociability. 

The use of English by these youth in Semarang does not seem to indicate that they are, or 

consider themselves to be, part of global cultural networks. These youth are aware that the local 

forms of English they command may not travel beyond their local interactional networks. The 

use of English was also mainly for the purpose of addressing other local youths. As such, these 

youth use English as both a form of "dubbing culture" (Boellstorff 2003) as well as a way of 

indexing social difference (Errington 2000), i.e. using a voice that is distinct from local varieties 

and resonates with global cultural forms yet for the purpose of conveying local and personal 

expressions. 

While school oriented domains of writing tend to be monocentric in their orientation towards 

a standard BI regime of language, the recorded conversation and informal written 

communication in school magazines and social media are polycentric in their orientation to a 

variety of centers of sociocultural authority. In the spoken conversation, the local norm of 

polylingualism/order of indexicality of the Javanese-BI bilingual medium makes it possible for 

youth to subtly shift their orientation between Javanese and BI as well as the subtle indexical 

differences associated with the two languages. However, alternation that breaks the boundary of 

this prominent local norm/order of indexicality - such as through the use of gaul pronouns - are 

treated as deviant and elicit meta-linguistic reactions or commentary. Social media 

communication, on the other hand, can be seen as truly polycentric since youth are freer to select 

                                                           
11

 Perhaps this is also related to the way Jakartan Indonesian can be argued as being an example of  koineization, a 

process in which “the features of two or more different linguistic subsystems are combined, giving rise to a new, 

compromise dialect, a koine” (Wouk 1999). 
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and negotiate the kinds of language or language mix they want to communicate in. Further 

investigation and data is still needed to understand the polycentric push-and-pull (Blommaert 

2010:42) that goes on in this domain of written communication. 

Finally, this polylingual mix involving the use of regional, national and global languages is 

the linguistic reality of contemporary Indonesian youth. The multilingualism of these youth can 

no longer be seen as made up of multiple monolingualisms but is instead a polylingual mix that 

often simultaneously makes use of features that are taken from or associated with various 

languages. Perhaps this polylingualism is indeed a result of contemporary processes of 

"globalization." Or perhaps, if we take Maier's (1993) historical analysis of multilingualism in 

Indonesia, "heteroglossia" has always been the multilingual reality of Indonesia, a product of 

centuries of language contact and colonial experience. A heteroglossic/polylingual reality that 

has been masked, hidden and unrecognized by the language ideology prevalent in the study of 

language that posits the separation between languages as the natural/normal state of being (Irvine 

and Gal 2000, Makoni and Pennycook 2007, Errington 2008).  
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