
what is javanese language

what is javanese language is a question that invites exploration into one of the most
widely spoken languages in Indonesia and the Austronesian language family. Javanese is
the native language of the Javanese people, primarily residing on the island of Java, which
is Indonesia's most populous island. This language boasts a rich history, complex cultural
significance, and a unique linguistic structure that distinguishes it from other regional
languages. Understanding what is javanese language involves delving into its origins,
dialects, writing systems, and its role in both traditional and modern contexts. Its usage
extends beyond casual communication to include arts, literature, and ceremonial functions.
This article will provide a comprehensive overview of what is javanese language, covering
its historical background, linguistic characteristics, dialectical variations, and the
contemporary relevance of the language in Indonesia and beyond.
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Historical Background of Javanese Language
The history of the Javanese language dates back over a millennium, making it one of the
oldest written languages in Southeast Asia. It originated from the Austronesian language
family, which also includes Malay, Tagalog, and Hawaiian. The earliest known records of the
Javanese language appear in inscriptions and manuscripts from the 9th century. These
ancient texts highlight the language's development alongside the rise of powerful Javanese
kingdoms such as Majapahit and Mataram. Over centuries, Javanese evolved through
interactions with Sanskrit, Arabic, Dutch, and other languages due to trade, religion, and
colonization. This long history contributes to the richness and complexity of the language,
reflecting diverse cultural influences and historical events that shaped its vocabulary and
grammar.

Linguistic Characteristics of Javanese Language
The Javanese language is notable for its intricate linguistic features, including a complex
system of speech levels, a rich vocabulary, and distinctive phonetics. One of the most



prominent characteristics is the stratification of language into different speech levels or
registers, which reflect social hierarchy and politeness. These levels include Ngoko
(informal), Madya (middle), and Krama (formal or polite), each used depending on the
speaker's social context and relationship with the listener. Phonetically, Javanese has a
wide range of consonant and vowel sounds that distinguish it from other Indonesian
languages. Additionally, its grammar follows a subject-verb-object order, but with flexible
word order for emphasis or stylistic purposes. The language also employs affixes to form
words and express grammatical relations.

Speech Levels in Javanese
The stratified speech levels are central to understanding what is javanese language. Ngoko
is commonly used among peers and in informal situations, Madya serves as an
intermediate level for polite conversation, and Krama is reserved for formal occasions and
addressing elders or individuals of higher status. This hierarchical linguistic system is
unique and reflects the cultural importance of respect and social order within Javanese
society.

Phonology and Grammar
Javanese phonology consists of several consonants and vowels, including sounds that are
rare or absent in other Indonesian languages. The grammar structure includes the use of
particles and affixes to indicate tense, mood, and voice. Unlike many Austronesian
languages, Javanese has a relatively complex verb morphology.

Dialects and Variations of Javanese Language
Javanese is not a monolithic language but comprises several dialects that vary by region.
These dialects show differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, and even grammar. The main
dialect groups include Central Javanese, Eastern Javanese, and Western Javanese. Central
Javanese is considered the standard dialect and is often used in formal media and
education. Eastern Javanese dialects tend to have distinct intonation patterns and
vocabulary, while Western Javanese dialects are influenced by Sundanese, another major
language in Indonesia.

Central Javanese Dialect
The Central Javanese dialect is the most prestigious and is typically used in literature,
performing arts, and broadcast media. It is characterized by a balanced use of speech
levels and a relatively conservative phonology.

Eastern and Western Dialects
Eastern Javanese dialects, spoken in areas like Surabaya and Malang, have unique lexical



items and more tonal variation. Western Javanese dialects exhibit influences from
neighboring languages and often simplify some grammatical features found in Central
Javanese.

List of Major Javanese Dialects

Central Javanese (Solo, Yogyakarta)

Eastern Javanese (Surabaya, Malang)

Western Javanese (Tegal, Cirebon)

Osing (Banyuwangi)

Using (Banyumas)

Writing Systems and Scripts Used in Javanese
The Javanese language has been traditionally written in several scripts, with the Javanese
script (Aksara Jawa) being the most prominent. This script is an abugida, where consonant-
vowel sequences are written as a unit, and it has been used for centuries in manuscripts
and inscriptions. The Javanese script has a distinctive aesthetic and cultural value but has
largely been replaced by the Latin alphabet in modern times due to colonial influence and
the adoption of Indonesian national language standards. Additionally, the Pegon script,
which uses Arabic characters, is used by some Javanese Muslims for religious texts.

Javanese Script (Aksara Jawa)
This traditional script consists of over 20 consonants and several diacritics to represent
vowels and consonant clusters. It was historically used in royal courts and for literary works,
poetry, and historical records.

Latin Alphabet Adoption
Today, most Javanese speakers use the Latin alphabet for everyday writing, education, and
digital communication. This shift has facilitated literacy and integration with the Indonesian
national language, Bahasa Indonesia.

Cultural and Social Significance
The Javanese language is deeply intertwined with the cultural identity and social fabric of
the Javanese people. It is a medium for traditional arts, including wayang kulit (shadow



puppetry), gamelan music, and classical poetry. The use of different speech levels reflects
the community's values of respect, hierarchy, and harmony. Language is also a key
element in ceremonies, rituals, and social interactions, preserving centuries-old customs
and social norms. The preservation and promotion of Javanese language and culture remain
important for maintaining regional heritage amid globalization and modernization.

Role in Performing Arts
Javanese language is essential in traditional performances such as wayang kulit and
traditional dance, where the use of specific vocabulary and speech levels conveys character
roles and social status.

Language and Social Structure
Javanese linguistic registers reinforce social roles and relationships, guiding appropriate
communication in family, community, and formal settings.

Current Status and Future of Javanese Language
Despite being spoken by millions, the Javanese language faces challenges in maintaining its
usage among younger generations due to the dominance of Bahasa Indonesia and global
languages such as English. Efforts to revitalize and promote Javanese include educational
programs, cultural festivals, and digital media content. The language continues to thrive in
rural areas and traditional communities, while urban speakers often use it alongside Bahasa
Indonesia. The future of Javanese language depends on balancing modernization with
cultural preservation, ensuring that it remains a living language for future generations.

Language Preservation Efforts
Various initiatives, including language courses, literary publications, and cultural events,
aim to sustain Javanese language use and awareness.

Integration with Modern Technology
Digital platforms, social media, and mobile applications are increasingly used to teach and
promote Javanese language, making it accessible to a global audience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Javanese language?
Javanese is an Austronesian language spoken primarily on the island of Java in Indonesia. It



is the native language of the Javanese people, the largest ethnic group in Indonesia.

Where is the Javanese language predominantly spoken?
The Javanese language is predominantly spoken on the island of Java, especially in Central
and East Java provinces, as well as in the Special Region of Yogyakarta.

How many people speak the Javanese language?
Approximately 82 million people speak Javanese, making it one of the most widely spoken
languages in Indonesia and the world.

What writing systems are used for the Javanese
language?
Javanese is traditionally written using the Javanese script, an abugida derived from the
Brahmi script. However, it is also commonly written using the Latin alphabet in modern
contexts.

Is the Javanese language related to the Indonesian
language?
Yes, Javanese and Indonesian are both part of the Austronesian language family. Indonesian
is the official national language of Indonesia, while Javanese is a regional language spoken
primarily by the Javanese ethnic group.

Additional Resources
1. Javanese Language and Culture: An Introduction
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the Javanese language, covering its origins,
structure, and usage. It also explores the cultural context in which the language is spoken,
highlighting traditional customs and social norms. Ideal for beginners, it provides practical
examples and exercises to facilitate learning.

2. The Structure of Javanese: Grammar and Syntax
Focusing on the linguistic aspects, this book delves into the grammar and syntax of the
Javanese language. It explains sentence construction, verb forms, and the unique speech
levels used in Javanese communication. Scholars and language enthusiasts will find
detailed analyses and comparisons with other Austronesian languages.

3. Javanese Script and Writing Systems
This book introduces readers to the Javanese script, including its history and modern usage.
It guides learners through reading and writing the script, with illustrations and practice
exercises. The book also discusses the evolution of writing systems in Java and their
cultural significance.

4. Language and Identity in Javanese Society
Exploring the sociolinguistic dimensions, this book examines how the Javanese language



shapes and reflects social identity. It discusses the role of speech levels (ngoko, krama) in
expressing respect and hierarchy. The book provides ethnographic insights into language
use in various social settings.

5. Javanese Folktales and Oral Traditions
This collection features traditional Javanese stories, showcasing the language in its
narrative form. Each tale is presented with original text and English translation, offering
readers a glimpse into the folklore and moral values of Javanese culture. The book also
analyzes the linguistic style of oral storytelling.

6. Learning Javanese: A Practical Guide for Beginners
Designed for self-study, this guidebook introduces essential vocabulary, phrases, and
conversational skills in Javanese. It includes audio resources to help with pronunciation and
listening comprehension. The book emphasizes everyday communication and cultural
etiquette.

7. Historical Development of the Javanese Language
This scholarly work traces the historical evolution of Javanese from ancient times to the
present. It discusses influences from Sanskrit, Arabic, Dutch, and other languages, as well
as shifts in pronunciation and vocabulary. The book is suitable for linguists interested in
language change and contact.

8. Javanese Language in Contemporary Media
Analyzing modern usage, this book explores how Javanese is represented in television, film,
music, and social media. It considers issues of language preservation, code-switching, and
the impact of globalization. The book offers case studies and interviews with media
practitioners.

9. Advanced Javanese: Literature and Poetics
Intended for advanced learners and scholars, this book delves into classical Javanese
literature and poetic forms. It examines famous works such as kakawin and macapat,
highlighting linguistic artistry and cultural themes. The book provides annotated texts and
critical commentary.
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