
ACRONYM I C  PATTERNS I N  I NDONES I AN1 

SOENJONO DARDJOW I DJOJO 

1 .  I NT R O D U C T I O N  

I f  we look at the s haping o f  a language such a s  Indone s ian , we c an 

readily s ee that this language arose out of circums tances under which a 

vehic le o f  communication was de sperat ely needed among people with dif­

ferent language backgrounds ( Al i s j ahbana , 195 7 ;  Dardj owidj oj o ,  19 6 7 ;  

Halim , 1 9 7 2 ) . Despite the fact that this s i tuat ion fits fairly well 

with Hocket t ' s  definition o f  a p idgi n ( Ho ckett , 195 8 , p . 4 22 ) ,  no one 

has ever volunteered to lab e l  Indones ian as a pi dgin language , even 

when we know that s ome foreign languages ,  notab ly Sanskrit ( Gonda , 195 2 ) , 

" he lp ed shap e "  the language s ub s tant ially . 

When the t erm Melayu was changed into Bahasa I ndonesia ( Indonesian 

Zanguage ) in 1928  and then adopted as our nat ional language in 1945 , 

Indones ian assumed a function much heavier than it had ever shouldered 

be fore . The use of Dut ch  was soon banned , and the Japanese oc cupat ion 

of the country could not change the fat e of the c ourse . Indone s ian 

soon became �he language to be used among di fferent ethnic groups and in 

o ffi cial c ommunic at ions . In academi c circ les , Indonesian had to pro­

gres s  as fas t  as t he s c ientific endeavours demanded it  to . 

While at the moment we cannot say that Indones ian has achieved a 

s tandard by which we can measure all  and any deviations as b eing non­

Indones ian , we can certainly say that we are in the process  of stand­

ardis ing and modernis ing our nat ional language . In order to c op e  with 

the mult i-directional demands , Indonesian not only has to borrow new 

terms for new c oncepts from other languages - data , sensus , fonim , 

bisnis to c i t e  b ut a few - but it also has t o  intensify internal crea­

tions . 
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This paper i s  t o  look into one type o f  int ernal creation whi ch I have 

cal l ed ac ronymisat ion . While I am fully aware that acronymic processes  

are  found in virtual ly all language s ,  it  seems to  have a unique role  and 

s i gnificance in the development of Indonesian . It is true that the 

acronymi c phenomena have b een in the language for a long t ime , but they 

did not become popular and product ive unt il the 6 0 s . In mi litary aca­

demies , for instance , cadets  are taught these ac ronyms as part o f  their 

courses ( Departemen Angkatan Darat , 196 8 ) . The increase of mi litary 

role after the 1965 abortive coup d ' etat - and there fore the increase o f  

ac ronyms found i n  mas s  media - only added fue l to the flame . People 

b egan to acronymi se  anything ac ronymi sable  and "p lay" with this new " in­

thing" . Puns b egan to appear . Among the Javanese , for ins tanc e ,  the 

acronym p e n t i l k e c a k o t  ' t e � ephone i ns p e a tor for the a i ty s ub-dis tri a t ' 

was c oined from the ful l  Indonesian forms p e n i 1 i k  �p u n  k e c a m a t a n  k o t a ,  

despite the fact that there is no such a posit ion exist ing . It i s  ap­

parent that this acronym was made merely in fun since the forms p e n t i l 
k e c a k o t  do constitute real Javanese words meaning ' nipp � e s  u n i n te n t i o na � �y 

s u a  ked ' . 

Whi le quite a number  of these acronyms is found only in written 

forms , many are used orally as  well , especially in cases where they show 

congruities  with the phonotac tic  rules of the language . Thus , forms 

such as p a n g k o p k a m t i b  ' Commander of the Op era t i o n  Command of the Res tora­

tion of Safe ty and Order ' ,  which is  derived from �l i ma koma n d o  

�p e r a s i �e m u l i h a n  �ea ma n a n  d a n  k e t e r t i b a n ,  are very much o n  the written 

side of the language , whereas b e r d i ka r i  ' t o s tand on one ' s  o w n  fe e t ' ,  

which is  derived from b e r d i r i  d i  a t a s  k a k i  s en d i �, is  very c ommon both 

in its oral and written forms . 

2 .  DE S e R I  P T I O N  

Indones ians d o  not make a distinct ion between acronyms and abbrevia­

tions . The term s i n g k a t a n  ' s hortened form ' is used to refer to  both . 2 

In this paper I will use the t erms acronym and abbreviation inter­

changeab ly to represent the sense of s i n g ka t a n .  
In terms of fami liarity and wel l-estab li shednes s ,  we can c lassify 

ac ronyms into two maj or cat egories : ( i )  those  acronyms which have been 

used in the language for a long t ime , and ( i i )  those which have been 

recently coined . Members o f  the first category are known virtually to  

every lit erate Indonesian and they have been used consist ently by every­

one in the country . Forms such as k p d , t s b ,  a . l . ,  A U R I , y t h ,  for in­

s t ance , are not only known by Indone sians , but each form represents the 

same full form and the same semantic  concept , name ly , k e p a d a  ' to (wardJ ' ,  
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t e r s e b u t  'previ ous ly men tioned ' ,  a n t a r a l a i n  ' among o thers ' ,  A n g ka t a n  
U d a r a  R e p u b l i k  I n d o n e s i a  ' A i r  Force of the Repub l i c  o f  Indone s i a ' ,  and 

y a n g  t e r ho r m a t  ' Dear ( So and So ) ' re spect ively . 

The s econd category i s  very interest ing to  obs erve , b ecaus e ,  while it 

i s  productive in its own right , it also b ewilders even nat ive speakers 

living in the country . This paper will be limited only to  this second 

category . 

2 . 1  ACRONYM I C  S Y L LA B L ES 

Bas ically there are two ways to  coin an ac ronymic syllab le : ( i ) by 

ob serving some kind o f  syllabi ficat ion o f  the words to  be abbreviated,  

and ( ii ) by taking into  account the  graphemi c repres entat ion of these 

ori ginal words . 

There are several subtypes whi ch be long to the first type above . 

Perhaps the mos t  common of all  is that the acronymi c syllable is derived 

from the first syllable of the full form . Thus , o r - , m u - , and b i - of 

o r b a  ' new order ' ,  m u k e r  ' work co nference ' ,  and B i ma ' B l u e  c o loured nigh t 

trai n '  are derived from the full forms �d e ,  �s y awa r a h , and b i r u re­

spectively . 

A second sub type o f  an acronymi c syllab le cons i s t s  o f  the last syl­

lab le o f  the ful l  form . The acronymic syllables - d a n ,  - p u r ,  and - y o n , 

for ins tance , are used to repres ent the ful l  forms k o m a n d a n , t em�, and 

ba t a l  i �  to form the acronymi c words d a n d i m  ( k oma n d a n  �s t r i k  �i  I i t e r )  

' commanda n t  of the mi l i tary dis tri c t ' ,  z i p u r  (�e nl ,  t e mp u r )  ' combat 

troop ' ,  and d a n y o n  ( koma n d a n  b a t a l  i �) ' b a t t a l i o n  c ommandan t ' , respec­

tively . 

The third subtype requires that the original full form ends  in a 

consonant . I f  t he firs t s yllable of the ful l form has a C V ,  the acro­

nymic syllable i s  formed by taking this C V  p lus the last C of the full 

form . Thi s  brings about the exi stence  of forms such as d i t - ,  d i r - and 

b a n - of d i t j e n ' directorate genera l ' ,  d i r j e n ' director g e n e ra l ' ,  and 

b a n s e r  'mu l t i  purp o s e  troop ' where d i t - ,  d i r - and b a n - are derived from 

the underlined part s of the ful l  forms �r e k t o ra�,  �r e k t o� ,  and �r i s a� 
respect ively . D i t j e n ,  d i r j e n ,  and b a n s e r  c ome from d i r e k t o r a t  j en d r a l ,  

d i r e k t o r  j e n d r a l and b a r i s a n  s e r b a  g u n a .  

Although there are not many example s found , there seems t o  b e  a 

t endency t o  app ly this rule where the first s yllable o f  the full form 

begins with a vowe l .  I n  this case the acronymic s yllable i s  formed by 

taking the first V and the last C of the full form . Thus , ' i ns p e c t o r ' 

and ' e ngineer ' are abbreviated as i r  as in I rj e n  ( ln s p e k t u� J e n d r a l )  

' Inspector Genera l ' and I r . S o e k a r n o  ( ln s i n y u� S o e k a r n o )  ' Eng ineer 

Soe karno ' .  
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The fourth subtype invo lves cases where the last letter of t he full 

form is a vowe l . If the first let t er of the first syl lab le of the full 

form is  a consonant , the acronymi c syl lab le is  coined by j uxt apos i ng the 

first consonant and the last vowel . Thus , k e p a l a  ' c h i e f ' ,  d u a  ' two ' ,  

and t e r t  i n g g  i ' h ighes t '  are respect ively abbreviated as k a  as in KA S A D  

( �e p a l �  �ta f f  �n g k a t a n .Q.a r a t )  ' A rmy Chief o f  Staff ' ,  d a  a s  i n  L e t d a  

( L e t n a n  .Q.u�) ' Second L i e u tenant ' ,  and t i  a s  i n  K o t i ( �oma n d o  Q.p e r a s i 

I.e r t i n g gJ) ' the Highes t Opera tion Commando ' .  

While we have seen cases where the initial let t er ( s )  o f  a fu ll form 

is used to make an acronymi c syllable with or wit hout any addit i onal 

letter ( s ) , we have not seen cases where the last letter of  the full form 

is used to rep resent the who le full form . I have so far found only one 

examp le where the last let ter is used to represent the whole . The fu ll 

form c e p a t ' fas t ' is  abbreviated into t as in Ko p a s g a t  ' Commando o f  the 

Fas t Mo v i ng Troop ' which stands for Koma n d o  P a s u k a n  G e r a k  C e p a!. 3 

As we have seen from the above examples , virtually all of  what Fries 

called content words ( Frie s ,  1 9 4 5 ) , which are abbreviated , are represented 

in the acronyms one way or another . There are cases , however ,  where a 

c ontent word is  deleted from the ac ronym . In  the c ase of  M e n l u  ' Mi n i s ter 

of Foreign Affa irs ' ,  where men  = m e n t e r i ' m i n i s t e r ' ,  the use of  l u  to 

rep re sent l u a r  ' ou ts i de ' and n e g e r i  ' c oun try ' can perhaps be explained 

on the basis  of redundancy . The c ollocation of m e n t e r i and l u a r  forces 

people with no choice b ut to add the word n e g e r i  obligatorily since 

m e n t e r i  l u a r  by i t s e l f  does not oc cur in the language and that the only 

pos s ib le m e n t e r i l u a r  is m e n t e r i  l u a r  n e g e r i . 

In  mo st cas es , however , there doe s not seem to  be any explanat ion 

availab le . The use o f  s e r  as in b a n s e r  given above to  represent the 

words s e r b a  ' v arious ' and g u n a  ' us e ' is a case in pOint . The morpheme 

s e r b a in the context of  b a n s e r  c an c ollocate with several other possible 

words such as n e k a  ' type ' ,  l e n g k a p  ' comp t e te ' etc . and would s t i l l  

produce meaningful ac ronyms . 

Still  in some case s ,  not only is  the deleted word a content word , 

b ut that that c ont ent word happens to  b e  very crucial . Thus the acronym 

ko n j e r a n  ' Commando of the Mi ne Swe epers ' lacks the acronymic form for 

p e n y a p u  ' sw e epers ' because ko n j e r a n  is s upposed to represent koma n d o  
�n i s  p e n y a p u  r a n j a u .  

The role o f  the root whose derived form become s the source o f  an 

acronymi c syllab le also seems important . We have cases where the acro­

nymi c syllab le is not derived from the full form per se  b ut from the 

root underlying the full form . The word for money , u a n g ,  for instance , 

is often abbreviat ed as u irre spect ive o f  the actual full derivat ive 

form . Thus the Academy o f  Financ e and Banking is abbreviated as A k u b a n g  



ACRONYMIC PATTERNS IN INDONESIAN 1 4 7  

where a k  • �a d em l ,  u • k e�a n g a n , and b a n g  . �. And E k u b a n g  ' Eco nom­

i c s ,  Finance,  and Deve lopmen t '  comes from �o n o m i .  Ke�a n g a n . d a n  

P em b a n g u n a n . 

All  of the acronyms given above are based on segmental features . 

There are cas e s  where the de termining factor seems to  b e  t he locat ion o f  

t h e  s tres s ,  whi ch normally fal ls  o n  t h e  penult imate s yllab le . The dai ly 

word p e r t a h a n a n  ' defence ' is abbreviated into h a n  as in h a n k a m  

( p e r t a h a n a n  d a n  �e a ma n a n )  ' defence and s e curi ty ' ,  h a n s i p  ( p e r t a h a n a n  
s i p i l )  ' ci v i l  defenc e ' and h a n r a ( p e r t a h a n a n  �k y a t )  ' p e op l e ' s  defence ' .  

Virtually all  o f  the examples that we have had so  far look and/or 

s ound real Indone sian words , that i s ,  they fit very nicely with the word 

s truc ture of the language . The graphemi cally oriented acronymi c syl­

lables s eem to  be b as ed on the wish - uncons cious as i t  may be - on the 

part of the inventor to give people some hint so  that they c ould prob ­

ably gue s s  what the acronym may have been derived from . Some o f  these 

acronyms still c onform to the phonotactic  rules of the language . Thus 

for ' Genera l E l e c tion ' and ' ( Some k i nd of) Prime Mi ni s ter ' people use 

p e m i l u  ( p em i l i h a n  �m u m )  and M e n u t a m a  ( Me n t e r i  U t a ma )  inst ead o f  any 

other p o s s ib le acronyms s uch as * p e m u  and * Me n u t  - the latter two con­

forming fully also to  the Indone s ian phonotactic  rules . 

In our att empt to  give people hints , we occasionally run i nto  prob­

lems . Some o f  the acronyms come in conflict with the well-e stab li shed 

norms . The coining of b r i g  for b r i g a d i r  in b r i g j e n (�a d i r  je n d r a l )  

' brigadier g enera l ' ,  may  for may o r  in ma y j e n  ( �o r  �d r a l )  'major 

genera l ' ,  b a n t for b a n t u a n  in k o j e n b a n t  ( k o m a n d o  � i s b a n t ua n )  ' s up ­

porti ng commands ' must have b een based on the wish of the inventor to  

"he lp " p eople out . In  our att empt to  give peop le hint s , we coined the 

acronyms b r i g j en ,  ma y j e n ,  and ko n j e n b a n t ,  but these forms violate 

Indone sian phonotactics  - the j uxtapos ition o f  g j , y j , and nt as a final 

cons onant cluster is not phonotacti cally j us t i fied . 

From the foregoing analysis  we can see that whi le the acronymi c 

phenomena in Indone sian are rather hectic , there are " guide lines " - how­

ever incons i s t ent they may be as we will see later on - whi ch people say 

t hey follow . However , there are a few cases where the ac ronymi sation 

does not fo llow any o f  the patt erns we have e s tab l i shed so far . An ex­

amp le o f  thi s "deviat ion" is  the acronym j u b i r ' spoke sman ' ,  whi ch is 

derived from j u r u  ' exp e r t ' and b i ca r a ' s peak ' .  While the j u  of j u r u  

fol lows the regular acronymi c rule , the b i r  o f  b i c a r a i s  unique i n  that 

it  takes t he first  CV b i  and a consonant , r ,  from s omewhere among the 

re s t  of the e lements in the original word . 

The same phenomenon also occurs in the previou s ly ci ted Kop a s g a t . 

While  the k o  and the pa s ( p lus the t of g a t  as dis cussed b e fore ) are 
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normal , the use of g a  to repre sent g e r a k  ' move ' i s  unique . 

A s imilar s it uation is also found in the use of k a m  to  represent 

k e a m a n a n  ' s afe ty ' .  Here the first e i s  taken and then fol lowed by the 

fir s t  syllab le o f  the root ama n - which i s  a - and c losed with the first 

c ons onant of the s e c ond syllab le o f  the root - which is m .  

Finally , there is  a unique case where each ac ronymi c e lement repre ­

sent s  a rather comp lex c oncept . Graphically , the element represents a 

phrase or a sentenc e .  The acronym U S D E K ,  for instance , repre sents 

U U n d a n g 2  D a s a r 1 9 4 5  ' th e  1 9 4 5  Cons ti t u ti o n ' 

S S oc i a l  i s m e  I n d o n e s i a  ' Indo nes ian Socialism ' 

o Demo k r a s i T e r p i mp i n  ' Gu i ded Democracy ' 

E E ko n o m i T e r p i mp i n  ' Gu i ded Eco nomy ' 

K Ke p r i b a d i a n  I n d o n e s i a  ' Indones ian Ide n t i ty ' 

2 . 2 A CR O TACT I C  

The t erm acrotactic  i s  used here t o  refer t o  the ways i n  which acro­

nymic syllables are combined to  form acronymi c words . Since the degree 

of ac ceptab i lity of an acronymi c word is related to the Similarity or 

di s s imilarity between it  and the Indonesian word structure , it  is 

neces sary to sketch very briefly some aspects of the word s t ructure of 

Indone s ian relevant t o  our present di s c us s i on . 

Basically Indones ian has a relat ively s imp le sy llab le structure : 

( i ) e v , ( ii ) e v e ,  ( iii ) v e ,  and ( iv ) V .  Early and recent contacts with 

other non-Indones ian languages have made the language ac quire other syl­

lable s tructures s uch as ee v ,  eeve ,  eee v , and eee v e . We notice  here 

that no consonant clusters oc cur at the end of a syllab le . No voi c ed 
4 

s t op s , voiced or voi c eless  affricates occur in syl lab le final posit ions . 

And fi na lly , there are not many cases where two vowels , e spec ial ly i f  

they are the same vowels , occur one after the other . 

There are several generalisations which we can make regarding the 

shapes  of the acronymic words . Firs t ,  the re latively simple b ut in­

herent canoni cal forms o f  Ind ones ian definitely exert a st ructural pre s­

sure on the shapes of the acronymi c words . The bulk of the acronyms in 

Indone s ian today re sult s from the combination o f  two of the se : e v , e v e , 
v e  and V .  Some example s , 

e v  + e v e  m u k e r  from m u s y awa r a h  k e r j a ' work conferenc e ' 

d u b e s  from d u t a b e s a r  ' amba s s ador = great e nvoy ' 

c a p e r  from c a l o n p e rw i r a ' candi da te for officer ' 



ev + e v  

e v e  + e v e  

e v e  + e v  

v e  + e ve 

ACRONYMIC PATTERNS IN INDONESIAN 1 4 9  

k o t l from koma n d o  o pe r a s l t e r t l n g g l  ' h ighes t operation 
c ommando ' 

B i ma from B i r u M a l a m ' B lue co loured Nigh t Trai n '  

p a t i  from p e rw i r a t i n g g i ' h i g h  rank i ng offi c e r ' 

p a r p o l  from p a r t a i po l i t i k 'po l i ti c a l  party ' 

G o l k a r  from G o l o n g a n  K a r y a  ' t e c hnocrat group ' 

c e r p e n  from c e r i t a p e n d e k  ' s ho r t  s tory ' 

t u r b a  from t u r u n  k e  b a w a h  ' fa c t  fi nding ' 

h a n r a from p e r t a h a n a n  r a k y a  ' p e op l e ' s  defe nce ' 

l e t d a  from l e t n a n  d u a  ' s e cond l i e u t ena n t ' 

o r m a s  from o r g a n i s a s i ma s s a  ' ma s s  organi s a t i o n ' 

o r po l  from o r g a n i s a s i p o l i t i k  ' p o l i t i c a l  organi s a ti o n ' 

a t m i l from a t a s e  m i  I i t e r  'mi l i tary a t tache ' ,  etc . 

It  is  obvious that t he most imp ortant factor in cOining an acronym 

is what the end re sult wi ll sound or look like and not what particular 

element or e lements from the original full forms should be taken . Thus 

forms such as m u k e r ,  c a p e r ,  G o l ka r not only fol low the I ndonesian phono­

tac t i c  rules , but that each of the acronymic syllab les happens also to  

be a real Indone sian syllab le .  However , this  is not  true for d u b e s  and 

c e r p e n  where the original words b e s a r  and c e r i t a ,  which are normally 

cut into b e - s a r  and c e- r i - t a ,  are abbreviated as b e s  and c e r  respect ively , 

thus leaving a r  less than a syllab le and i t a one and a half syllab les . 

Another example which i s  rather extreme is  �he acronymi c word k o s t r a d  

' Commando o f  S tra tegy o f  the A rmy ' .  Whi le k o ,  a ,  and d are normal , re­

present ing koma n d o ,  a n g ka t a n ,  and d a r a t  respective ly , the s t r  is j ust  a 

mere string o f  letters , unpronounceable and foreign .  And yet k o s t r a d  

i s  a very well-known and we ll-used word , orally a s  wel l  as i n  written 

form . 

The second generalisation i nvolves the j uxtapos ition o f  two vowe ls . 

The fact  that two same vowe ls  very rarely oc cur cons ecut ive ly compels  

the language users to avoid as much as  possible an acronym with a V I  
and V I . Thus for A t a s e  A n g k a t a n  l a u t  ' Na v a l  A t tache ' ,  and A ka d e m i  

A n g ka t a n  B e r s e n j a t a R e p u b l i k  I n d o n e s i a  'A cademy o f  the Armed Fo rces of 

the Repub l i c  of Indo nes ia ' people use A t a l and A k a b r i  where the t and 

the k may have been used as separators of the two a s . 

I f  t he two vowels are dissimi lar , the above rule may not b e  fol lowed . 

Thus acronyms such as Koa r s a  ( Koma n d o  A rm a d a  S i a g a )  ' A c t i v e  F l e e t  Com­

mando ' ,  A i p  ( A j u n  I n s p e k t u r  P o l i s i )  'Adjunct Po l i c e  Offi c e r ' ,  Ko a n d a  

( Ko ma n d o  A n t a r  D a e r a h )  ' In ter-regi ona l Commando ' are found . 
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Another generali sation that we can make pertains to the numb er of 

syl lables in the acronyms . Just as i s  the case with the Indonesian 

words , the bulk of the acronymic words in Indone s ian also has either 

two or three syllable s . A one sy l lab le ac ronym i s  ext reme ly rare . 

Acronyms with more than three s yllables  are also found occasionally , 

and they usua l ly follow the basic syllab le struc ture o f  the language . 

So we have acronyms such as koj a r s e n a  ( ko r p s  p e l a j a r  �r b a  g u�) 
' S tudents ' Mu L t ipurpos e Corps ' ,  M e n a b u n g k a  ( Me n a ra  � �r n o )  ' Bu ng 

Karno ' s  monumen t ' ,  s e n d r a t a r i  ( s e n i d r ama  d a n  t a r i )  ' Indo n e s i a n  ba L L e t ' ,  

etc . 

In  some cases t he acronyms are not only long but they also deviate 

very much from the normal Indone sian word s tructure . The acronym 

p a n g k o p k a m t i b  which we gave earlie r ,  in addit ion to having four syllable s ,  

also  l ooks and sounds as i f  it  were a forei gn form which c an be cut into 

four words p a n g , k o p , k a m ,  and t i b .  The acronym I fa l po l e k r o c h s o s b u d re­

ported b y  De Vries ( De Vri es , p . 34 1 )  must be not only t he longes t  acro­

nym but al so  one of the mos t "un-Indonesian " . 

2 . 3  THE S YL LA B L E  S TRUCTURE O F  THE ACRONYMS 

We c an summari se the sy l lab le s t ructure of the acronyms as follows : 

( see chart on following page ) 



Patt erns 

1 .  First Syllab le of Original Form : �k e r , �b a ,  o r l a  

2 .  Las t Sy l lab le of Original Form : d a n d i m ,  z i p u r  

3 .  First C V  + final C :  d i t j en ,  b a n s e r  

a .  Segmental 4 .  Initial C + last V :  �s a d , l e t� 

5 .  Final C representing the whole original word : k o p a s ga! 

6 .  De let ion o f  Content Word : m e n l u  b a n s e r  k o n j e r a n  
I .  Syllable-based 

7 .  Root : A k �b a n g , E k�b a n g  

b .  Supra- segmental : 8 .  Stre ssed syllab le : h a n k a m ,  h a n s i p ,  h a n r a { 1 .  Phonotact ic-c onforming : p e m i l u ,  me n u t ama  

I I . Grapheme-based 

2 .  Non-phonotactlc - conforming : b r i .2.le n , maY.le n ,  k o j e n b a n t  { l .  Simple Conceps : j u b i r , k o p a s ga t ,  

I I I . Unique 

2 .  Complex Concept s :  U S D E K  

h a n k a m  
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3 .  D E G R E E  O F  A C C E PTA B I L I T Y  

Irresp ective o f  the actual shapes o f  the acronyms , be  they normal or 

deviant , Indonesians tend to  at l ea s t  tolerate their influx . Mas s  

media,  in particular the newspapers , take advantage of this s i tuat ion 

since it gives them pract i c ality as we ll as brevity . 

How ac ceptable an acronym i s  s eems to b e  determined by the nature o f  

the acronym itself . I f  t h e  acronym deviat es very much from the normal 

Indones ian form, peop le t end to rej ect it on the oral aspect b ut tore­

ate i t  i n  written form . 

I f  the acronym " sounds nice to  the ear s "  people t end to  treat it as 

i f  it  were a real non-acronymi c Indone s ian word . The acronyms p em i l u ,  

r e p e l i t a ( �n c a n a  p e mb a n g u n a n  lima �h u n )  ' five y ear dev e l opme n t  p l an ' ,  

G o l k a r  and many others have been used regularly in speech . 

The will ingnes s  o f  the people  to treat these ac ronyms as real words 

brings ab out a rather interes t ing syntactic phenomenon . Semantic  as­

pects permitt ing , many of the se acronyms are subj ected to normal syn­

tactic  rules of the language . The acronym b e r d i k a r i  cited earlier is 

now us ed as a verb as in 

( 1 )  I n d o n e s i a  h a r u s  b i s a b e r d i ka r i . ' Indo nesia mus t be a b l e  to 

s t and on her own fe e t .  ' 

Some of the ac ronyms are subj ected to  morphological proce s s e s . At 

the t ime when former Foreign Mini st er Soeb andrio was about to  be tried , 

s logans such as 

( 2 )  S oe b a n d r i o h a r u s  d i m a h m i l u b ka n . ' Soebandrio mus t b e  court­

mar ti a l e d .  ' 

were s ee n ,  where the acronym m a h m i l u b ( Ma h k a m a h  �l i t e r  l u a r  � i a s a )  

' s p ecia l mi l i tary cour t ' was used a s  a verb base and affixed with d i -

and - ka n . 

A chairman o f  an organi sation who feel s  that hi s organis at ion i s  

being infiltrated b y  the communists  c an say 

( 3 ) O r g a n i s a s i k a m i d i g e r p o l  o l e h ' Our organisa t i o n  i s  p o l i tica l ly 

o ra n g  k o m u n i s . s abo taged by the communi s ts . ' 

where g e r po l  ( ge r i l y a p o l  i t i k ) 'po l i t i ca l  gueri l la '  i s  used as  a verb 

with the pass ive prefix d i - and a s lightly di fferent meaning from the 

original . 

For space-saving purposes newspapers use acronyms that somet ime s 

lead to  the point of inc omprehensibility . Unless  one keep s abreast with 

the cont inuous acronymi c proces ses , he - even a native speaker - wi l l  

find t hat he c an read , b ut does not ne cessarily understand what h e  i s  

reading . Sentences  ( 4 )  and ( 5 )  below are taken from newspapers , but 

( 6 )  and ( 7 )  are my own creations . 
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( 4 )  P a ngd a k  V I I / J aya I rJ e n  P o l . D r s . S o e ka h a r s e ka l l l a g i  

m e n e g a s k a n  b a hwa  Komd a k  V I I / J aya t i d a k  a ka n  s e g a n 2  u n t u k  

. . .  ( from M e�d eka , June 16 , 1 9 70 ) . 

( 5 )  D a l a m r a n g k a p e ny e l e s a i a n t apo l  G . 30 . S / P K I d i  d a e r a h  J a wa 

B a r a t , d a l a m wa k t u  d e k a t L a k s u s  P a ngkopk a m t i b  J a b a r a k a n  

s eg e r a . . .  ( from M e�deka , June 16 , 1 9 70 ) . 

( 6 )  Tapo l 2  G . 3 0 . S / P K I  g o l o n g a n  L e k r a y a n g  s u d a h  d i m a h m i l u b k a n  

d a n  d i be b a s ka n  b o l e h  ma s u k  o rpo l 2  a t a u  o rm a s 2  b a r u  u n t u k  

i k u t  p em i l u  t a h u n  d e p a n . 

( 7 )  KA M I , KAP I , KA S I  d a n  Koj a r s e n a  h a r u s  b i s a  b e r d i k a r i  d a l a m 

p e l i t a ,  d em i k i a n k a t a  P a ngd a m  I V  J a t e n g  Mayjen G omb l o h 

S u r o d  i r j o .  

A l l  the underlined words above are acronyms . 

4 .  D I R E C T I O NAL I T Y A N D  P R E D I CTAB I L I T Y  

1 5 3  

From the foregoing analys i s  w e  c an see that the direct ionality and 

the predi ctability of the acronymic phenomena , both from the re ceptive 

and product ive s ides , cannot be eas i ly det ermined , to  say the least . 

It i s  true t hat , due to  their frequency o f  occurrenc e or some kind of 

regularity , some acronyms can be "deciphered " or coined relatively 

easily . The frequent usage o f  forms such as h a n ,  d i t ,  d i r , and k a m ,  for 

instance ,  enab le people to know what these  acronyms s t and for in c om­

binat ion with other ac ronymic forms , desp ite the fac t that they are de­

rived in rather unique way s . Forms s uch as b i ma s ,  t a po l , and G o l ka r  
are easy to understand b ecaus e ,  in addit ion to  their frequent usage , 

they are formed on the b a s i s  o f  the syllab les of the original words . 

The fact that some acronymi c syllab le s  have b een used rather con­

s i s tently enab les al so  people - with some luck - to coin new acronyms . 

Thus , if  the t erm for 'po t i t i aa t  pres s ure ' ,  which is t e ka n a n p o l  i t i k , 

becomes popular , perhaps the acronym co ined would be t e po l , where p o l  

i s  already " ac c epted " . I f  for any reason an acronym is needed for 

p e r t a h a n a n  k o t a  ' a i t y  defenae ' ,  the c oined t erm would probab ly be either 

h a n ko or h a n k o t . 
In mos t  cases , however,  the matter i s  not very s imp le at all . On 

the "decipherisat ion" s ide , several prob lems c an be readi ly s een . To 

begin wit h ,  given an ac ronymic form - b e  it a word or a syl lab le - we 

cannot t e l l  i f  thi s form s tands for one word or a string o f  words . 

Given t he forms d a n , m i  I ,  j e n we are told that each stands for k o ma n d a n , 

m i l i t e r ,  and j en d r a l  respect ively . But the forms d i m ,  r em ,  and k o p  
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st and for more than one word each , namely d l s t r l k  m i l i t e r ,  r e s o t  m i  l " i t e r , 

and koma n d o  o p e ra s i pemu l i h a n .  The prob lem increases when these acro­

nyms are comb ined with other acronyms to form still  new acronyms . 

As  ment ioned b e fore , another prob lem that we have involves the in­

c ons i s tency of the coining pro ce s s . It o ften happens that a single 

s emantic  concept is repres ented by more than one acronymi c form . Thus , 

m i  I i t e r  i s  abbreviat ed into m i  I as in k o ram i I (�ma n do �y o n  � i t e r )  

' c ommando o f  a mi l i tary s ub - s ubdis tri c t ' ,  into m as in k o d a m  ( koma n do 

�e r a h  � i l i t e r )  ' commando of a mi li tary region ' ,  and into m i  as in 

ma h m i l u b ( ma h ka ma h  �I i t e r  �a r � i a s a )  ' sp e cia l mi l i tary court ' .  

We have also not iced earlier that s e r b a  g u n a  ' mu l t i p urp os e '  was ab­

breviated into s e r  in b a n s e r  and s e n a  in k oj a r s e n a . Another examp le is 

the ac ronym for k o ma n do .  While in virtually al l cases it is  abb re viated 

as k o , it be come s kon in k o n j e r a n  - perhap s for homorgani c reas ons . 

The reverse of the above si tuation i s  also t rue , that is , two or 

more di fferent s emant ic concepts  b eing represented by one and the same 

acronymi c form. We recall that t i  of k o t i ' h i g h e s t  c ommando of opera ­

ti o n '  s t ands for the ful l form t e r t i n g g i ,  but t i  i s  also used for 

t i n g k a t  as in D a swa t i 1 ( �e ra h  Swa n t a n t r a !..!..n g ka t  I )  ' A u t o nomo u s  Re­

gi on L e v e l  I ' .  The form rem  ment ioned earlier s t ands for r e s o t  m i l i t e r ,  

b ut thi s s ame acronym i s  also used for r e s i me n  ' r egiment ' .  

The act ive c Oining aspect of the acronyms i s  als o  prob lemat ic . I 

may have given the impression that the patt erns for acronyms sket ched 

above are de fini tive rule s . In a way they are . But the prob lem i s  

that w e  d o  not know exactly what o r  which part icular words or phrases  

are to be s ubj ected to  whi ch rUle ( s ) . We  recal l ,  for instan c e ,  that 

there is a patt ern which says that an acronymic syllable c an be formed 

by having the first C V  p lus the C which c loses the original word . Thus 

d i r e k t u r ,  d i r e k t o r a t ,  and b a r i s a n  are abbreviated into d i r ,  d i t ,  and 

b a n  respect ively . Thi s rul e ,  however ,  is not followed all the way . 

The acronym for koma n d a n , for instance , could have b een * ko n , instead of 

d a n ,  and * ko n d i m  sounds as homorganic  as t he accepted d a n d i m  ( koma n d a n  

i.!..s t r i k  � i l i t e r )  ' c ommandan t o f  t h e  mi l i tary dis tri c t ' .  

5 .  C O G N I T I V E R E A S O N I N G 

There i s  no doubt that t he reason why people acronymis e  forms i s  well 

rooted in their inst inct ive des ire to  follow what Zipf has called 

"principle o f  least effor t "  ( Zipf,  1949 ) .  Whi l e  this princip le is not a 

basic  requirement for human surviva l ,  it i s  definit e ly a universal  path 

that every human b eing chooses when faced with a prob lem to  s olve . 

Acronymi sation i s  only a very minor sample o f  this human instinct . It 

i s  found in any language o f  wider c ommuni cation . 
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The que stion that interests  us , then , i s  not  why people  acronymis e ,  

but rather why they acronymi se the way they do? I b e l i eve there i s  a 

p o s s i b le answer for this question,  alt hough I mus t  admit that it only 

answers part ial ly . 

As  we have seen in Sect ion 2 . 2 the creat ion of acronyms seems to be 

based almost  exc lusively on the norms which inherent ly exist  in the 

language and , therefore , shared by memb ers o f  the speech communit y .  We 

mus t  hol d  this responsible for the fact that the b ulk  o f  the acronymic 

word s tructure and the numb er of s y l lab les in the acronym c onform very 

much to the Indones ian c ount erpart s . Thi s  i s  a l s o  t he factor wh ich 

make s nat i ve speakers say " sounds  ni ce  to the ears " when asked why a 

part i cular word i s  acronymi sed in a part icular way . Ac ronyms such as 

b i ma s  ( �m b i n g a n  ma s s a l )  'ma s s  guidance ' ,  t u r b a ,  p em i l u ,  m e n u t a ma  etc . 

must have been based on this princ ipl e .  

I n  some cases  the acronyms are coined i n  such a way that they also  

cons t it ut e  real  Indones ian words - o f  course , with  di fferent meani ngs . 

The choice of p e l i t a (�m b a n g u n a n  lima �h u n ) ' fi v e  y ear deve lopme n t ' ,  

J a y a  ( �ka r t a  R a�) ' Greater Ja karta ' ,  KAM I ( �e s a t u a n  Aks i �a h a s i sw a  

ln d o n e s i a )  ' Indo n e s i a n Students ' A s s o c ia t i o n ' ,  mus t  have b e e n  based on 

the fact that p e l  i t a ,  j a y a , and ka m i  are indeed also  Indonesian words 

meani ng , l i gh t ' ,  ' v i c torious ' ,  and ' w e ' respe c t ively . 

St i l l  in some other cases the shape o f  the ac ronym may have been 

dictated not only by the exi s t ence of real Indonesian words but also by 

the cultural values preva l ent within the society . The luxurious b lue 

coloured t rain that runs at night from Jakarta to Surabaya , S i r u Ma l a m ,  

cou ld have been called  * S i  l a m ,  * R u l a m ,  o r  * R uma , a l l  of which  fo llow 

the phonotact ic rules of t he language . Yet the offic ial name i s  S i ma 

' ( lit erally ) B lu e  a t  Nigh t ' ,  b ecause , I presume , this word happens to  be 

the name o f  the mos t  physically powerful hero in the Javanese vers ion o f  

t h e  Mahabharata .  

When former Pre sident Soekarno was trans ferring mos t  o f  his power to  

General Soehart o on March 11 , 1966 , to restore peace  and order aft er 

the abort ive coup d ' etat , the letter of aut hority was referred to as 

S u p e r  S e ma r .  The first word , S u p e r ,  which i s  derived from s u r a t  

p e r i n t a h  ' l e t t er of order ' ,  i s  obvious ly inspired b y  the English word 

s uper which also  carries  a p owerful connotat ion in Indones ian . The 

second word , S ema r ,  which  is derived from �b e l a s  M a r e t  ' March 1 1 ' ,  i s  

an Indones i an word , used mostly b y  Javanes e ,  and refers t o  a god ly 

charact er from the Javanese Mahabharata who is  to l ive on earth to  make 

s ure t hat things are run properly by human b eings as well  as gods . The 

acronym S u p e r  S e ma r ,  therefor e ,  carrie s  the sp irit very well . 
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We know that what non- linguis t  nat ive speakers call "nice to  the 

ears "  is in fact a very basic  linguistic  principle which has rec ent ly 

been referred to as c ompetence . It is this competence which enab les 

the Indone sian peop le t o  generat e nice sounding/lo oking ac ronyms . 

Whi l e  "nice to  the ears " i s  certainly a so lid ground for acronymi sa­

tion,  we have seen incons i s t encies where a ful l form is abbreviated 

into s everal di fferent acronyms : m i l i t e r  into m i l ,  m,  and m i  as in 

k o r a�, ko d a� and mah�i l u b respect ively . While the choi ce  o f  m i  in­

s tead o f  m i l in ma h m i l u b may have b een influenced by the otherwise  pres­

ence of doub le 1 ,  which i s  not totally foreign but extremely rare , there 

i s  no reason why m i l i t e r  in k o r a m i 1 and k o d a m  should take two di fferent 

forms , especially when these terms were invented by the same s ource  -

the mi litary office in Jakarta . The ac ronyms could have been k o r a m  
( aft er a l l  we have also the ac ronym k o r em ! ) and k o d a m ,  o r  k o r a m i 1 and 

k o d a m i l  - all of which follow the phonotactic ru les of the language , and 

are as nice  to the ears as the exist ing acronyms . 

One thing which is rather disturbing i s  that if  competence is a 

unique and inherent property of human beings , there should not b e  many 

cases  where acronymic forms deviat e ,  in some cas e s  very much , from what 

is inherent in the language . I am not saying that language i s ,  or 

should b e ,  fully logical . I am saying that language is systemat ic and 

that trends of development revolve around the network within the sys tem . 

The three c ognit ive reasons I have j us t  ment ioned are we l l  within this 

ne twork . 

There is a sub stantial number of acronyms , howeve r ,  which  I would 

vent ure to  say " lie outs ide the network" . The previously mentioned 

cas es s uch  as pa n g ko p k a m t i b ,  k o n j e n b a n t ,  and I fa l po l e k ro c h s o s b u d  and 

other forms such as d i t a j  (�re k t o r a! �j u d a n  .Len d r a l )  ' di r e a tora t e  of 

t h e  A djutant Genera l ' ,  u r h i b j a h ( �u s a n  h i b u r a n  d a n  k e s ej a h t e r a a n )  ' S e a ­

ti o n  o n  Entertainment and We lfare ' ,  d e p d a g  ( d e p a r t em e n  p e r d a g a n g a n )  ob­

vi ous ly do not sound nice to  the Indone s ian ears . Since this i s  the 

cas e ,  is it possible  that native speakers in this particular instance 

are what Chomsky c al l s  " not aware o f  their internali zed grammar"  

( Chomsky,  1970 , p . 19 4 ) , or , in fact are they fol lowing what Humboldt 

ac curat ely expre s s ed 1 38 years ago , that is , "no mat ter how innate lan­

guage is in i t s  ent iret y ,  it still  pos sesses  at the same t ime an in­

dependent external exi stence , exerting a power against man himself"  

( p . 6 ) ?  

Since native speakers by definition pos sess  a lingui stic  compet enc e ,  

and yet in our present case they create surface forms which  are not 

traceab le to their i nternalised grammar ,  it i s  clear that Humboldt ' s  

"independent external exis tence " must b e  a factor , i f  not the fact or,  
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that can explain why peop le generat e deviant acronyms . As lingui s t s  we 

should be conc erned with this phenomenon , b ecause if this i s  to c ont inue 

- which s eems to be the case in Indonesia - we are in fact witness ing a 

language devel opment from two opp osing po larisations . I am not saying 

that this is unfortunat e ,  but I am saying that it  is ext reme ly unique , 

to  say the least , and that the long range rami ficat ions , esp ecially in 

the phonol ogi cal s t ructure , should b e  wat ched very c lo s e ly . 
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NOTES 

1 .  Thi s  is a slightly revised version o f  my paper " Acronymizat ion as 

an Alternat ive for Linguistic Borrow ing : A Case in Indone s ian" , read in 

absentia at the Third Annual Meet ing of the American Council of Teachers 

of Uncommonly- Taught As ian Languages , Denver , Colorado , November , 1 9 74 . 

2 .  Anton M .  Moeliono uses the term k a t a  p a n c u n g  to refer to acronyms . 

3 .  The o l d  spell ing o f  c e pa t  i s  t j e p a t . So the t o f  k o p a s g a t  could 

have been derived from the first two letter s ,  t j , which constitute a 

s i ngle phoneme , rather than from the last letter t as as sumed here . It  

i s , however , unl ikely , because the abbreviation would have now been 

changed into k o pa s g a c , i f  this had been the case . 

4 .  Very few words do end in b ,  d ,  or g ,  but they are pronounced by 

mos t  speakers as voicele ss stops . 
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