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Talk, LingDy Project, TUFS, 17 March 2015

Alexander Adelaar

Some problems involving the revival of Siraya

Abstract

In this talk 1 explain some grammatical and orthographic complications involved in
the revival of Siraya, a dormant Austronesian language in Southwest Taiwan.

1. Siraya phonology includes a schwa (2), although it is ignored in the original
orthography. The choice here is between keeping this orthography and ignoring
schwa, or re-establishing schwa and changing the orthography.

2. Siraya had maintained part of the original Proto Austronesian voice system.
However, this system was losing some voice oppositions and was being re-aligned
when Siraya was still spoken. Two approaches are possible: keeping the original
Siraya voice system, or adapting to the tendencies to change, which were strong but
had not yet taken their full course.

3. Siraya had at least three dialects, two of which are particularly useful for
revitalization. In order to build a lexicon for a revitalized Siraya, should the
vocabulary of these dialects be combined without further ado? Or should the words
from one dialect phonologically be adjusted to the other? Is there a cause for
revitalizing various dialects?

I also discuss some political issues regarding the revival of Siraya.

Of late there has also been an effort to revitalize the Siraya language through the
expertise of shamans, based on the assumption that this expertise is by nature more
authentic. Fang & Nathan point out that the notion of language elicitation through trance
raises interesting questions about revitalization methodology, community participation
and the acquisition of community approval. However, the data thus obtained are of a
linguistically very uncertain quality and do not seem to be capable of analysis. Moreover,
the existence of rival initiatives to revitalize Siraya is awkward as it potentially reduces
the chances to obtain government recognition and support.

Some Taiwanese academics have pointed out that the Siraya revitalisation activists
have been appropriating a variety of Siraya which must have been spoken in a region that
is not theirs. These academics have been urging Siraya descendants who do belong to the
latter region to reclaim their dialect. However, the matter regarding who “owns” the
Siraya used for revitalisation is largely an academic one as the data in question mainly
consists of texts and a wordlist representing two dialects collected by Dutch missionaries
in the 17" century. Their assignment to particular areas in Southwest Taiwan is tentative
at best. Also, the notion to revitalize separate dialects of Siraya according to region is not
helpful considering the limited availability of Siraya data in general. Basically, it would
leave one dialect region with textual material and another with (mainly) a wordlist,
seriously reducing the revival chances in both. And once again, it would potentially
reduce the chances to obtain government recognition and support.
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