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PREFACE 

Borneo's linguistic diversity, like its biodiversity, is rich in the extreme. And 
yet, at the beginning of the 21 st century, our knowledge of this diversity 
remains sketchy. In the early part of the last century, travellers, 
anthropologists, missionaries and administrators were largely responsible 
for documenting facts about the languages in northern Borneo and, for 
some languages, this early documentation is all that remains. Studies have 
been carried out on other languages. Notable among this work are the 
studies of Asmah Hj. Omar, James T. Collins, and the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics in Sabah, and the Universiti Brunei Darussalam. 

The present study is a welcome addition to the works on language 
issues in northern Borneo. Although the Malay dialects of Borneo, and 
beyond, have received some attention, the Sabah Malay dialect has not 
received as much attention as it probably deserves. At first glance, a reader 
might be surprised to see a title for a book on the Sabah Malay dialect that 
purports to consider both the phonological structure of the dialect, as well 
as the social functions of the dialect. The study of phonology, after all, is 
not usually linked to the social side of language, and the whole area of 
sociolinguistics has developed as a separate sub-field oflinguistics. 

Despite the seminal work of Asmah Hj. Omar and James T. 
Collins, there are few important resources on Sabah Malay. For this reason 
alone, this book is a useful contribution to the field. An issue of very real 
imporlance, which this book touches on, is the position of Sa bah Malay to 
Brunei Malay and, indeed, to Kedayan. A phonological analysis should 
allow, in the first instance, a very detailed comparison between these 
varieties of Malay. By not divorcing one aspect of the structure of Sa bah 
Malay, that is, its phonology, from its social context, the author ofthis book 
provides an interesting glimpse of the relationship between a linguistic 
description and a sociolinguistic one. Clearly, the latter is preliminary, but it 
is hoped that this study will spawn other studies. Of particular significance 
in a fast-changing world with ever improving global communication system~, 
is how speakers of languages are being influenced by languages of wider 
communication, such as Bahasa Malaysia and English. In fact, one of the 
most interesting issues which emerges from the present study is the 
mfluenceoftheofficiallanguageon Sabah Malay. The relationship between 
these two varieties of Malay is potentially of great interest, just as is the 

. relationship between Brunei Malay and Bahasa Melayu in Sabah's close 



iI 

neighbour, Brunei Darussalam. Further studies of the clear links between 
these two important varieties of Malay, Sabah Malay and Brunei Malay, 
both linguistic and sociolinguistic, otTer a fruitful avenue for further research. 

Peter W. Martin 
University of Leicester 
United Kingdom 
AUgust 2000 
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