
Hello  
I am Minsook Kang.  
 
Thank you for inviting me as a guest Bartalk # 19 “Language as an organism”.  
l am glad to share my ongoing research via the podcast.  
 
Living in the Netherlands/other countries has made me more aware of the importance of 
language itself in everyday life. In such a changed daily life, I could sense that using 
other languages (not mother tongue) affects me in various ways such as the way I think, 
the way I speak, and even my voice tone, gestures while I speak. Also my new position 
as a storyteller has allowed me to explore this more thoroughly.  
 
Then this research is started by reminding the old Korean news one day. It is about the 
Korean government Officially exporting Hangul (Korean Alphabet) to ethnic minority 
“Cia Cia” in Indonesia. According to the news, they have their own spoken language but 
it might be in danger of missing cause there is no other written alphabet. In the media, it 
was a big topic, saying 'Prove the excellence of Hangeul' and 'The First export of 
Hangul’. But the reason I still remember this news is because I couldn’t easily 
understand this. Why did they import, especially Hangul? Is it possible that political, 
socio-economic cultures are intertwined behind this phenomenon? And further, I am 
also curious about the current situation if they still use Hangul as its official alphabet .  
 
According to Indonesia government, Indonesia consists of more than 18,000 islands. 
Indonesia is a multi-ethnic country which has 350 ethnic minority groups speaking 550 
different languages. Communication issues are always a national concern. The 
constitution also mandates the use of Indonesian in 2009. Also ethnic minorities in 
Indonesia with unique characters should use their own characters. However, all ethnic 
minorities without its own native characters should be written in Roman characters. 
 
Cia Cia is a minority tribe with a population of only 70,000 people living in Baubau city, 
Buton Island in Indonesia's Slawesi Province. In fact, Buton island was an independent 
country with a history of 600 years since the 14th century but the island was merged 
with Indonesia in 1960. There are thirty minorities living until 50 years ago, but now only 
13 minorities remain. Among them, the Cia Cia are the largest people. In 2009, they 
decided to use Hangul rather than Roman to protect the identity of minorities from being 
absorbed by other peoples as the language disappeared. 
In 2005, a Korean professor visited Baubau City to attend an international academic 
conference, and he first discovered the Cia Cia without native characters. Upon hearing 
this news, one of the Korean organisation suggested the use of Hangul to the Cia Cia. 



In 2009, they finally decided to adopt Hangul as the writing alphabet in 2009 through a 
tribal chief meeting. ( by negotiating with minority communities.) In other words, unlike 
the news reports at the time, the Indonesian government did not allow Hangul as the 
official language of Cia Cia. The Korean news reports at the time of 2009 were greatly 
exaggerated. Following their policy, Cia Cia already uses Roman characters for its 
writing. Also there were some people in the Indonesian Central government who were 
unwilling to accept the introduction of the Korean language.  
There will be worries and concerns about the positive aspects of being able to preserve 
the language of local ethnic minorities and the invasion of native culture. 
Nevertheless, it was possible to adapt the Hangul writing system because the mayor, 
city council and citizens of BauBau city actively supported the use of the Hangul.  
 
In addition, unlike the promise of massive support at the time, only one year later, all 
teachers who were supposed to teach Haguel to Cia Cia should have returned to Korea 
in early 2010. After returning to Korea, in January 2012, another organisation supported 
them and went back to Baubau City. But again, they returned home after May, 2012. 
This process is due to economic and practical issues such as visa and receipt 
processing etc. In 2014, a private organization was established to continue to support 
this project. In the end, only one Korean teacher currently remains because he feels 
some sort of responsibility. He is still teaching Hangul and at the same time he also 
teaches Korean as a foreign language as well. 
 
But still, why did the Cia Cia tribe begin to use Hangul even though the Indonesian 
government has not officially accepted it? 
 

1. First, there is no standard notation in Indonesian characters.  

They have been writing into JAWI translated by Latin or Arabic characters. 
However, this is used for convenience only, and there is no official notation of 
how to write it. For example, there are two ways of writing DAPUGA or DAPURA 
in Latin letter notation which means Cia Cia’s “ traditional oven”. There are many 
difficulties in using it because people have different notations. 

 
2. The pronunciation used in Cia Cia cannot be properly expressed in Lating 
letter. When the word meaning rice is written in Latin letters, it is referred to as  
BAE or PAE. It is pronounced as ‘바에bae' and '빠에pae' in Indonesia,  
respectively. When written in Korean, it can be written as ‘pae'. When 'ㅍ' is  
used in Indonesian notation, it cannot be expressed in Latin letters. 



 
3. Chaos due to homonyms when written in Indonesian Latin letters.  
The word '아빠’ in Cia Cia means floor paper which is the same as Apa (“  
what”) in Indonesian. In other words, if the Cia Cia language is written in Latin,  
there is concern about confusion with Indonesian. 

 
However, they think its language has many sounds similar to Hangul, and the syllable 
structure is very similar to Korean. So they think it is very suitable for the Hangul writing 
system as its official alphabet.  
 
 
On the other hand, there is criticism that Hangul is not very suitable for Cia Cia.  
It is a language in which there is a confrontation note of  “r” and “l” so they can easily 
express with Latin letters. However, the Korean notation doesn't make a difference 
between “r” and “l”. So the Korean organisation suggest that “r” can be written as 'ㄹ' 
and “l” as 'Eull', but there is the inconvenience.  
 
They need to borrow an old Korean letter “ㅸ” to express certain sound in Cia Cia. But 
nowadays it is not used anymore in the modern Korean language. So it also causes 
considerable disruption in computerization and font production. 
 
I was planning to visit Cia Cia to check the various rumours floating around but I would 
like to explore further this theme but I am not able to go on a research trip in this 
uncertain time. Instead, I search for many audiovisual research materials online. It has 
very limited sources, and also I can’t distinguish which information or arguments are 
really true. Hopefully, I can manage to have a research trip in the near future.  
 
Beside of it, by chance, I could have contact with someone who is involved in this issue. 
I explain about my research to him. He was friendly at first, but when asked about the 
political and social background beyond this issue, he said it was a very sensitive issue 
and he hopes it would not hurt the teachers staying here. He said he couldn't help if my 
research could negatively affect the teachers who were working for the locals. After 
then,  I have sent several emails recently but couldn't get any reply from him.  
 
At the time, he pointed out some of the inconveniences in my email. First, Hangul and 
Korean should be distinguished. It is said that Hangul is not only for Korean, but anyone 
can write it if necessary. Therefore, the spread of Hangul was called ‘sharing' rather 
than 'exporting' which is very important.  
 



Extinction of language could mean the extinction of the culture, ideas, and history that 
the language has developed. Therefore, preserving one language means preserving 
one culture, thought, and history.  
 
In fact, the Korean government has exported Hangul several times. Imara of the 
Bolivian and Solomon Islands of the South Pacific island nation have adopted Hangul 
as their writing character. However, this also seems to have failed. But still,  I don’ t 
know how to understand this phenomenon, to be honest. Could I understand it as a 
perspective of humanitarianism or regarded as an idea based on cultural imperialism?  
 
Today, many languages are dying even at this moment. Also, the speed of language 
extinction has increased unprecedentedly in modern times. Especially, the language of 
the minority group disappears more rapidly in response to this change in times. Are 
there any alternative ways to respect and protect the disappearance of language? Or 
should it be taken as a natural phenomenon?  
 
We are really concerned that cultural activities could be regarded as cultural 
imperialism. The Korean media almost sparked foreign disputes due to the exaggerated 
statement that 'it was adopted as an official language in order to show off the excellence 
of Hangul. This is why we need to be especially concerned about the peaceful 
coexistence with other language communities, with an interest in the issue of. In this 
process, unilateral dissemination that does not take into account the thoughts and 
positions of those who accept it may be felt as begging or aggression in some cases. 
 
 
Thank you all for having an interest in my ongoing research and hope you enjoy it. I 
hope I could share more after the research trip!  
 
Take care!  


