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Abstract 
Complex patterns of multilingualism are found throughout Borneo: in Indonesian 
Kalimantan, in the East Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah, and in Negara Brunei 
Darussalam. Indigenous minority languages in all these polities are perceived as being 
threatened with extinction as their speakers may be in the process of shifting towards 
more powerful languages, especially Malay (Bahasa Indonesia, Bahasa Malaysia, 
Bahasa Melayu) and English. It is these languages which are supported through 
national education systems, whilst indigenous languages tend to be marginalized. 
 
However, three recent developments offer some possibilities for changing this 
situation: 

• mother-tongue based multilingual education, supported by the Southeast Asian 
Ministers of Education Oragnization (SEAMEO) 

• technological innovations leading to increased presence of indigenous 
languages in cyberspace and improved internet connectivity 

• changing perceptions among language planners and the indigenous 
communities themselves about ethnolinguistic vitality 

 
Discussion of these draws mainly on a case study of the Bidayuh community in 
Sarawak, with some reference to Kenayatn in Kalimantan Barat, Kadazandusun and 
Iranun in Sabah, and Dusun and Tutong in Brunei. 
 
The conclusion considers the need for a paradigm shift based on the realization that 
the future of indigenous Borneo languages inevitably involves their use alongside the 
powerful languages, rather than in isolation as before. 
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