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INTRODUCTION

The term “field research” (i.e. in linguistics) has come to mean research
that is not conducted in the library. A trip to a remote settlement to
record the language spoken by the people there is called feld research
So is research done in a car assembly plant to see how the people in
the various levels of hierarchy communicate with each other in a hori-
zontal or vertical relationship, or research done in the classroom to
see how students perform when given a certain set of language us-
ages.

On close examination, instances of research conducted outside the
library differ from one another accoeding to the following parameters:

(i) focus;
(i)  purpose;
(iii)  objective;

(iv) method of collecting data;
(v)  location,
(vi)  uses.



2 JURNAL BAHASA MOBEN

On the basis of these differences, field research in linguistics can
be divided into two types: wupstream field research and downstream field
research (Asmah Haji Omar, 1993).

Upstream field research

Upstream field research is older than its downstream counterpart. It
was this type of research that opened the way for modern linguisties
in the tradition of Bloomfieid in the USA and J.R. Fizrth in the U.K to

name a few

Focus

Upstream field research can be equated with Samarin’s field linguis-
tics (Samarin, 1967). The focus of this research is on hitherto unkmown
languages or dialects and their communities, That is to say, these lan-
guages or dialecs have never had any description in terms of their
systems and structures. Nothing has been written about them. If at all
there is any written docwnent on them it may be in the form of
wordlists, usually produced by interested travellers or visitors to the
place. These people recorded the words usually out of casual inserest.
If they were researchers who were non-linguists, the list took form
because of a need to know the native nomenclature for artefacts, plants,
animals, etc. All the lists are usually bilingual, i.e. with the native words
which are given equivalents in the languages of the compiler.

Some of what I call “hitherto unknown languages” may have
phrase books for foreigners visiting the community. The phrases given
are simple everyday expressions that people may use when they en-
counter one another in a social or business situation.

As the compilers of the wordlists and the phrase books are not
linguists, the compilations are usually not done according to any sys-
tem. Nevertheless, such lists have their usefulness, especially to a first-
time visitor or researcher to the community

Purpose of Research
The purpose of research is to give a written form of the language/

dialect to its own speakers and to have documentation on the language/
dialect as a step to placing it in the inventory of the world's languages.
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When a community has its own language in written form, it is able to
go a step further in teaching the language formally, i.e. in the schooi,
to its own children. With this comes manuals for teaching the language,
dictionaries and literature books and bools of other genres.

The availability of documentation on the language/dialect will
be useful to linguists in general, or those working on the typology of
languages in the area or on a comparison of languages. Besides the
linguists, people from other disciplines may find such documentation
useful for research, for example the anthropologists and the
ethnobotanists working in the area.

Objectives of Research

Arising from the purposes mentioned above, the linguist in upstream
research has lo set his/her objectives. These can be summarised into
descriptions of the systems and structures of the phonology, morphoi-
ogy, syntax and semantics of the language/dialect concerned.

Phonological description is necessary in terms of giving the lan-
guages/dialects concermed a written form with a spelling system that
can be used by others. These “hitherto unknown languages/dialects”
usually do not have a writing system or an orthography. They usually
adopt a writing system from another language, usually a major lan-
guage of their country The aboriginal languages in Peninsular Malay-
sia and the indigenous languages of Sabah and Sarawak fall into the
group of languages which call for upstreamn research. So do most of
the Malay dialects.

To put all these languages and dialects into writing, the easiest
way is to adopt a writing system which is already used by a major
language. There are many examples of such languages which we can
cite. Among these are Iban and Kadazan Dusun, which have adopted
the Rumi (Roman) writing system through Malay There have been
cases where languages tried to create their own writing systems from
symbols which seem to occur in their cuiture. An example is Bidayuh.
However, this has not proven to be a success. It goes to show that
creating a writing system is not as easy as "“discovering” a phonologi-
cal system. With the writing, phonological and spelling systems avail-
able, the language can already be written, i.e. the spoken word can be
transferred into a writeen form.

A more systematic picture of the written form can be produced if
the language has a general morphological and syntactic description.
With this resource, words in all their simplicity and complexity can be
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written 1n a systermnatic and consistent way This is so because units of
the words can be inventorised and the method of writing them ean be
codified. A syntactic description is needed fer the writing of phrases
(as opposed to words) and sentences. Phonology, morphology and
syntax arc the basic aspects of a language which make it possibie for
putting the language into writing not just in terms of words but also
in terms of sentences and discourse.

At the earlier
means knowing the meanings of words that a researcher collects from
his/her inforreants. A full semantic study of the language is better
carried out when the researcher becomes more familiar with the lan-
guage and has acquired a certain level of proficiency in cammunicat-
ing via the language concerned.

Method of Collecting Data

The upstream field research makes use of informants. This is why it is
also called the informant method (Samarin, 1967- 1). The informant is a
native speaker of the language/dialect under study Ashe/she lives in
the community of the language/dialect concerned, the researcher has
to go to the field to collect data from him/her as well as from other
native speakers.

Upstream field rescarch also allows the researcher to use an in-
formant available al the rcsearcher’s work place, without the researcher
going to the community That is to say, a rescarcher in Kuala Lumpur
is able to collect data on Iban if he gets an Iban native speaker in his
place of work. In such a situation he takes the informant, t.e. the Iban
speaker concerned, to his place and docs a recording of the language,
followed by a description er an analysis of the language. Rescarch which
involves bringing the informant to the work place is also known as
field-type research. (Samarin, 1967:1). This means that the collection of
data is still the same as that involved when the researcher goes to the
field. The only difference is that the researcher does not have to go to
the field.

Collection of data through informants has a set of techniques, each
with its purpose and objective. However, these techniques will not be
discussed here.
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Location

The languages/dialects which are the targets of the upstream field
research are found in the upstream regions of the country, hence the
nomenclature given to this type of research, Examples of research done
in such places are those of Asmah Haji Omar (1969, 1981, 1983) and
Eric Wong Tat Koon (1954).

Uses af Upstream Field Research

Upstieam field research has practical as well as academic uses, as dis-
cussed below

Giving the language its infrastructure

This is the most immediate use of the research, i.e. in giving

ing and spelling systems to the language, and compiling a lexicon for
it. These two efforts can lead to the writing of grammar. All these are
what I call the “infrastructure” of a language.

Identification of language subfamilies and their membership

Language families

sufficient data on the “members” which can be grouped together Such
identification needs descriptions of the phonology, morphology and
syntax of these meabers.

In the absence of such descriptions people are prone to making
conjectures. For example, until lately, Bidayuh (of Sarawak) was as-
sumed to consist of four different dialects, i.e. Biatah, Bukar Sadong,
Bau and Jagoi. When more and more research had been done, these so
called dialects proved to be heterogeneous languages. Arising from this,
Bidayuh cannct be considered a single language (with dialects) but
rather a subfamily of heterogeneous though closely related languages.
Apart from the four mentioned above, there are other “speech sys-
ems” within the Bidayuh area which can be considered languages in
their own right but within the Bidayuh subfamily

The same can be said of Melanau. It is not a single language but
rather a subfamily of languages, among which are Mukan, Oya-Dalat,
Matu Daro, and Rejang.



6 JURNAL BAHASA MODEN
Realignment of subfamsilies

People are in the habit of aligning ethnic group names to names of
languages. In most cases they are right. However, this method of align-
ment may not always give a true picture of the linguistic versus group
situation.

An example is classifying the language spoken by the Melanau
people of Bintulu as a language of the Melanau subfamily Hence,
Bintulu Melanau was grouped together with the other members of the
Melanau subfamily. With field research into the Bintulu speech sys-
tem, it was found out that this system had features that necessitated
plading it in a different group. This speech system is now known as
the Bintulu language, although its speakers are still referred to as
Melanau. Pending further field research, Bintulu now stands on its own
as a subfamily

Determining the degree of genetic relationship between tanguages

Field research has been able to show the proximity er distance in ge-
netic relationship between members of the same subfamily. This is done
by comparing wordlists and iinguistic

Dusun (also known as Kadazan) subfamily where Lotud is considered
ta have features which make it distant to Penampang (or Tanggara),
Ranau, Tambunan, etc. The latter group of languages are considered to
have a closer relationship with each other than any to Lotud. Ir tum,
all these are closer to each other than they are to Rungus.

Determining language typology

When languages belong to a single family or subfamily they are said
to share certain features in their systems and structures. However, such
languages may differ from one another due to the presence of features
in come but not in others. This gives rise to a typology of the lan-
guages concerned. For example, using numeral classifiers as a vari-
able, the languages of Sarawak may be classifield into two types: those
with a system of numeral classifiers and those without (Asmah Haji
Omar, 1985: Chapters 4 dan 5).

Linguistic typology can also be done across subfamilies and fami-
lies of languages. Looking at the indigenous languages spoken in Sabah
and Sarawak, specifically at their phonological and morphelogical fea-
tures, one can posit two main types: the Sabah-type and the Sarawak-
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type of languages. This does not mean that the former are all found in
Sabah, and the latter in Sarawak. A Sabah-type language is found in
Sarawak, and that is Bisayah which is spoken in Limbang. Conversely,
a Sarawak-type language is found in Sabah, and that is the Lun Dayeh
language of Nabawan. Bisayah has features which eqake it more akin
to Paitan, Murut and other Sabah-type languages than it is to those of
the Sarawak-type. In the same way, Lun Dayeh is very much closer to
Kelabit and Lun Bawang of Sarawak than it is to Murut of Sabah. In
earlier writings on Sabah, the Lun Dayeh were called Murut, and their
language. Murut. This is because these people’s closest neighbours are
the Murut of Sabah.

Discovering “new” languages and their names

Upstream field research usually opens the door to a “new” speech
system or language. The language has always been there, only that it
had not been “discovered” before, due to factors which have already
been discussed above, e.g. no fieldwork had been done on it and as
such there had not been any documentation on it, or it had always
been subsumed under the name of another language or subfamily of
languages.

Below is my personal experience with regard to such a discovery.
It was the “discovery” of the Narom language. In 1978 T had stopped
over for 2 days in Marudi on my way from Min to the Tutoh area. [
had gone to the District Office to find out about the demography of
the area. | was told that there was a Kampung Melayu nearby | took
the opportunity to go to the mpung with my tape recorder and man-
aged to collect language data from some informant. What came out
was not any dialect of Malay but a totally different

The people at first said that they were Malays. (Their houses were
of the Malay-type and they were Muslims). But at my probing, they
informed me that they were Narom. [ have given a chapter to the Narom
language (not the Malay dialect of Marudi) in my book The Malay
Peoples of Malaysia and Their Languages (1983).

Rectification of folk classification

People tend to classify an ethnic group or its language(s) according to
their general perception of those people as well as their general im-
pression of the language. [ban (once known as Sea Dayak) was consid-
ered to be a dialect of Malay (Cense and Uhlenbeck, 1958), A well-
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known Malay figure once said in his speech that “with a little bit of
imagination”, a Malay is able to speak Iban, because it was only a
dialect of Malay just like the Kedah, Johor, etc. dialect. His impression
arose from lists of words which showed words in Iban anid Malay which
are similar or almost similar to one another, e.g.

Iban Malay English
rumah rumah house
makai makan eat
panjai panjang long
aku aku I

Apart from words such as the above, the numerals in Iban are
carbon copies of the Malay ones. However, there are more aspects to
these two languages than those lists of words, and these necessitate
the learning of Ibanr by Malays as they would any other language. Field
ressearch involves more than the collection of such wordlists, and the
results confirm the fact that Iban and Malay are two heterogeneous
languages.

The Narom case can be cited as another example of the rectifica-
tion of folk classification. Narom is not a Malay dialect but a language
in its own right which shows a close affinity with Kenyah.

Anosher example which I wish to cite here pertains to the Selakau
people and their language. Selakau (pronounced with the diphthong
au) is the name used by the people concerned (found in Lundu,
Sarawak) to refer to themselves as well as to their language. Along the
way they have come to be known as Selako, a pronunciation probably
originated by the Malays, and this name has stuck on with the non-
Selakau. There is no o in the language concemmed, and with this evi-
dence alone one can conclude that the actual name is Selakau, and this
aame should be chosen above Selako.

Formulation of linguistic theories

Data is needed in order te forinulate theories especially in general lin-
guistics. This can only be obtained through field research. As an exam-
ple, descriptions of the langnages of Sabah have shown that ailomorphic
variations of morphemes may not be caused exclusively by features of
the immediate envirorunent, but also by the non-immediate ones, for
example, two syllables apart {Asmah Haji Omar, 1978). Various lan-
guages in the Kadazan/Dusun subfamily show that the vowel of the
prefix or the suffix simulates its quality from the vowel of the root
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form. This results in prefixes having variations according to vowel
quality However, the vowels concerned (the simulator and the simu-
lated) may not occur in close proximity with one another

Downstream field research

This type of research concems itself with aspects of language which
are already “known” and of their functions in society

Focus

The focus of downstream research is on languages/dialects which have
already had descriptions on their systems and structures as well as
reference and prescriptive grammars and dictionaries. This type of
research also looks at varieties of such languages as well as “deriva-
tives” of the mixing of different Janguages which usually take place in
cosmopolitan areas, i.e. the pidgins and the creoles. The focus also
centres on the choice of speech systems in society and in various situ-
ations (such as the work place, the market area, the arademic setting,
places of worship, the law court etc.), the status given to languages in
multilingual societies and the changes and developments that affect
these languages.

In short, one can say that downstream research encompasses such
research that may be categorised as sociolinguistics (macto- as well as
micro-sociolingulstics) and psycholinguistics. With these come language
attitude, Janguage maintenance and shift, domain study, code-mixing
and code-switching, language standardisation. pidginisation and
creolisation, conversation analysis, etc.

Purpose

Each of the fields of research cited above has its own specific purpose.
However, the overall purpose of downstream research is to give a
picture of the actual situation pertaining to language use in society
from various aspects. at the macro-as well as the micro-level.
Objective

The micro-level downstream research looks at the changes and devel-
opment in the systems and structures of the languages and varieties
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under consideration. It also looks at the use of linguistic items for ef-
fectiveness of communication, and in dealing with this topic, down-
stream research places a great deal of importance on paralinguistic
features and their role in communication.

In language pianning, which can be considered as part of maczo-
sociolinguistics, the research objective may consist of an examination
of factors which may or may not sustain the status allocated to lan-
guages in the community, e.g. that of national and official language
and the language used in education.

Method of Collecting Data

In downstream field research, there are various methods of collecting
data, and these are:-

(i) the downstream informant method,
(i1)  the language-in-action method,

(iti) the survey method,

(iv) the test method.

Downstream informant method

This method is reminiscent of the original or upstream informant
method already discussed, in the sense that language users are made
use of for the purpose of getting linguistic information by the researcher.
However, there is a slight difference between the upstream informant
method and the downstream mformant method. The former provides a
part to the discovery of language systems and structures, and the in-
formantis always a native speaker. On the other hand, the latter pro-
vides data which is not concerned so much with the “discovery” of
systems and structures but rather with choice and change which is
linked with situations and attitudes. In the downstream informant
method, the informant may consist of a native speaker or otherwise
depending on the purpose and objective of research that is being done.

An example of the use of the downstream informant method may
be seen in the research by Halimah Haji Ahmad (19%4). She used in-
formarts (native and non-native Malay speakers) in order to gather
information on their attitude towards loanwords used in books on
management written in Malay
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Language-in-action method

This method gathers information/data right at the time and place of
the language in action, i.e. when the speakers are actively interacting
with each other The rasearcher may choose to be part of the action or
stay in the background. Modern technology, in the forin of audio and
video facilities, has helped a great deal in bringing this type of re-
search to the fore. Examples of this type of research are thc works of
Nor Hashimah Jalaluddin (1994), Elaine Morais (1994), and Jamaliah
Mohd. Ali (1995).

With the advancement of computer techmology and the wide-
spread use of the internct, one cannet dismiss from this type of study
the type of language-in-action that goes in the e-mail. As shown by
Mani Le Vasan (1996), discourse via the e-mail is closer to spoken dis-
course than to the written. If telephone conversations can be consid-
ercd data for conversation analysis, then the e-mail discourse can be
placed under this category.

Survey method

The survey method in field research is applied in the collectien of so-
aolinguistic data relating to the population size of speakers, spcaker
attitude, language choice, maintenance and shift. etc. Although all
methods may have a quantitative and qualitative approach, the survey
method usually places a major emphasis on the former.

In this method, the rescarcher not only chooses the sources of
information but prepares a questionnaire to facilitate data gathcring.
The pcople who form the source of information are known as respond-
ents. Examples of this type of research are found in the work of Maya
David (1996) and Nor Hisham Osman (1991).

Test method

Thus method is used in applied linguistics in the gathering of informa-
tion on language usage as well as on the ability of language learners
to use linguistic forms. In this method, the language users, who are
known as subjects, are required to answer tests in various forms, e.g.
filling in the blanks, substituting one item for another, constructing
sentences, writing compositions, etc. Examples are found in the works
of Ng Keat Siew (1992) and Kalpana Ponniah (1993).
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Location

Downstream field research can be done anywhere: in the work place,
in an office situation, in the classream, in places of worship, etc.

Uses of downstream field research

The uses are variegated based on the purpase and objective of the
research itself, but most of them are directed towards the relationship
between the human linguistic and extralinguistic behaviour. It should
also be noted here that downstream field research is not concerned
with establishing the infrastructure of the language under study As
the focus is language and i% speakers (and society), the results of the
research can be more or less utilised by professionals, e.g. in manage-
ment, teaching, etc.

The following are some of the examples of uses which can be
cited. Elaine Morais’ research, for example, is useful in getting an un-
derstanding of the interactional behaviour between people who work
in a car assembly plant, on both the horizontal and the vertical axes.
Such data is useful for management training.

Nor Hashimah’s research provides useful informatiun on human
behaviour when it comes to bargaining. The data and the analysis as
found in this work is also useful in training people for interviews as
well as for constructing conversational exescises for language teaching.

Jamaliah Mohd. Ali's work gives a picture of strategies people
use in discussions and debates. Her data and arnalysis are also useful
for the understanding of human behaviour in a conflict situation.

Noriah Mohamad’s work (1991) on communication among the
Malays and the Iban in Betong, Satawak provides information on lan-
guage preferences as well as on accomodation or othecwise that fea-
ture in the relationship between members of the in-group and the
outgroup

Conclusion

What | have attempted to do in the previous sections is to typify the
various types of research which require the researcher to get first-hand
information from the source(s). In this way, I hope I have been able
to give an idea of what field work in linguistics is all about. This type
of research is different from the library type where the source is writ-
ten materials found in books, joumals, etc.
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