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Abstract

This study provides a preliminary phonological description of the Batahan dialect, a coastal Malay (Pesisir)
variety spoken in Batahan District, Mandailing Natal Regency, North Sumatra. It focuses on two
segmental correspondences between Standard Indonesian and Batahan: the word-final vowel
correspondence, in which Standard Indonesian /a/ corresponds to Batahan [o] in open final syllables (e.g.,
apa /apa/ ~ [apo] ‘what’; mana /mana/ ~ [mano] ‘where’), and the word-initial rhotic correspondence, in
which /r/ corresponds to a voiced dorsal fricative transcribed here as [ɣ] (e.g., rumah /rumah/ ~ [ɣumah]
‘house’; ramai /ramai/ ~ [ɣamai] ‘crowded’). Data were collected from ten native Batahan speakers in and
around Pasar Batahan throuɣ word-list elicitation, carrier sentences, semi-structured interviews, and
recorded conversation, and were analysed using auditory IPA transcription and a synchronic,
correspondence-based comparative procedure. The findings indicate that the /a/ ~ [o] correspondence is
regular in word-final open syllables, while the /r/ ~ [ɣ] correspondence is concentrated in word-initial
onsets; both pattern Batahan with the west-Sumatran coastal Malayic area, alongside Minangkabau and
other Sumatran Malay varieties. Because the study rests on a small purposive sample, targeted elicitation,
and auditory (non-acoustic) transcription, the results are best read as documentation of recurring
correspondences rather than as claims about historical derivation or articulatory ease. The study
contributes an initial lexical record of Batahan sound correspondences and a basis for broader
dialectological and sociophonetic investigation of under-documented varieties in North Sumatra.
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INTRODUCTION
Language is widely recognized as the primary medium of human communication

through which individuals express ideas, emotions, intentions, and social identities As a
symbolic and structured system, language enables members of a community to interact,
transfer knowledge, preserve traditions, and maintain social cohesion (Wewalaarachchi
& Sigh, 2020). In linguistic scholarship, language is not viewed merely as a collection of
words, but as a rule-governed system consisting of interconnected levels such as sounds,
word formation, sentence structure, and meaning. Because language is dynamic and
continuously shaped by social interaction, geographical mobility, and historical
development, variation is considered a natural characteristic of all speech communities.
No language exists in a completely uniform form; instead, every language display
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differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, and usage according to region, social
group, and communicative context (van der Elst-Koeiman et al., 2022).

The scientific study of language is known as linguistics. Linguistics systematically
investigates how language is structured, acquired, used, and changed over time. Among
its major branches, phonology plays a crucial role because it focuses on the sound system
of language and the ways sounds function to distinguish meaning. Phonology examines
phonemes, sound patterns, syllable structures, stress, intonation, and sound changes that
occur within a language or dialect. Unlike phonetics, which concerns the physical
production and acoustic properties of speech sounds, phonology emphasizes the abstract
organization of sounds in the mental grammar of speakers. Through phonological
analysis, researchers are able to identify regular sound correspondences, recurring
pronunciation patterns, and rule-governed variation that characterize a particular speech
variety. Therefore, phonology is especially useful in investigating dialectal pronunciation
differences that may appear irregular on the surface but are systematic within a local
linguistic system (J.W.Y., 2020).

Dialect is commonly defined as a regional or social variety of a language
distinguished by systematic differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar. In
modern linguistics, dialect does not imply inferiority or deviation from a standard
language; rather, every dialect is a legitimate linguistic system with its own internal rules
(Tairova, 2024). Regional dialects are often shaped by geographical separation, local
history, contact with neiɣboring communities, and patterns of migration (Sakirman,
2017). Pronunciation features are among the most salient markers of dialect identity
because they are immediately audible and socially recognizable (Kulubekova, 2025).
Consequently, phonological study of dialects contributes significantly to understanding
language variation, language change, and identity construction. When speakers
consistently pronounce certain vowels or consonants differently from speakers in
neiɣboring areas, such patterns become important evidence of local linguistic innovation
(Piepers et al., 2023).

Indonesia is one of the most linguistically diverse countries in the world, with
hundreds of local languages and numerous dialect varieties spread across its archipelagic
territory. This diversity reflects centuries of migration, trade networks, political
interaction, and cultural exchange (Nugroho & Setyaningsih, 2019). However, despite
such richness, many local dialects remain insufficiently documented in academic
literature (Hutapea et al., 2023). Research attention often concentrates on national
languages or major regional languages, while smaller community varieties receive
limited scholarly examination. At the same time, processes such as urbanization, formal
education, media exposure, and language shift increasingly affect local speech practices
(Ambalegin & Arianto, 2018). For this reason, documentation and analysis of local
dialects are urgently needed, both for theoretical linguistics and for cultural preservation
(Moskovitz et al., 1989). Each undocumented dialect potentially contains valuable
evidence about sound change, contact phenomena, and local identity formation (Le et
al., 2024).

One of the regional speech varieties that deserves closer attention is the Batahan
Dialect spoken in the Batahan area of Mandailing Natal Regency, North Sumatra. This
region occupies a linguistically strategic area influenced by interactions among Malay
varieties, Batak languages, Minangkabau-related speech communities, and Indonesian.
Such multilingual environments often produce distinctive dialect features shaped by
inheritance and contact (Hadi & Mahdi, 2023). Preliminary observation indicates that
Batahan speakers exhibit characteristic pronunciation patterns that differ from
surrounding varieties. Among the most noticeable features are the shift of the vowel /a/
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to /o/ and the change of consonant /r/ to /ɣ/ in everyday speech (van Pinxteren, 2023).
For instance, the form kemana may be realized as kamano, hendak as hondak, and rautan
as ɣautan. These examples suggest that the Batahan Dialect possesses systematic
phonological traits rather than random pronunciation deviations (Saada, 2023).

Recent studies have shown growing interest in phonological variation within
Indonesian regional languages and dialects. Several researchers have examined vowel
alternation patterns in Malayic dialects, demonstrating that vowel quality often changes
according to syllable position, stress, or regional innovation (van der Elst-Koeiman et al.,
2022). Other studies on Sumatran speech communities have documented consonant
variation, including rhotic weakening, replacement, and alternative articulations
influenced by contact and local identity (van der Elst-Koeiman et al., 2022). In
sociolinguistic research, pronunciation features have also been shown to function as
markers of solidarity, locality, and group membership. Furthermore, studies in
dialectology consistently reveal that local sound patterns can provide evidence for
historical relationships among neiɣboring varieties. These findings collectively confirm
that phonological variation is a productive field of inquiry in Indonesian linguistics.

Althouɣ previous studies have contributed substantially to the understanding of
regional phonology, most of them focus on larger languages or more widely recognized
dialects (Omar & Alhassan, 2020). Research on smaller local varieties in peripheral or
transitional regions remains limited. In the context of North Sumatra, available studies
often prioritize Batak languages, mainstream Malay varieties, or broader regional
comparisons, while the Batahan Dialect has received little specific attention. Existing
literature rarely provides a focused description of its vowel system, consonant
correspondences, or dialect-specific sound changes. More importantly, no study has
comprehensively examined the co-occurrence of the final vowel shift /a/ to /o/ and the
consonant change /r/ to /ɣ/ as core phonological characteristics of the Batahan Dialect.
As a result, important empirical data concerning this local variety remain
underrepresented in Indonesian linguistic scholarship (Sperlich et al., 2021).

The present study is positioned within that research gap. Its scientific novelty lies in
several aspects. First, this study provides a focused phonological description of the
Batahan Dialect, a local variety that has rarely been discussed in formal academic
publications (Motlaɣ et al., 2023). Second, unlike earlier works that typically examine
either vowel change or consonant variation separately, this research analyzes two
prominent sound processes simultaneously, namely the shift /a/→ /o/ and /r/→ /ɣ/,
in order to identify their distributional patterns within one dialect system. Third, this
study interprets these sound changes not only as structural phonological phenomena but
also as socially meaningful markers that distinguish Batahan speakers from neiɣboring
communities. Fourth, by documenting naturally occurring speech data from an under-
researched region, this article contributes new empirical evidence to Indonesian
dialectology and phonological studies (Liu et al., 2023).

From a theoretical perspective, the vowel shift /a/ to /o/ may indicate a patterned
process of vowel modification associated with syllable-final environments or local
phonotactic preferences. Similar changes have been discussed in phonological theory as
vowel backing, rounding, or quality adjustment triggered by prosodic structure.
Meanwhile, the change of /r/ to /ɣ/ may represent a rhotic transformation involving
articulatory relocation from an alveolar trill or tap toward a fricative or uvular
realization. Cross-linguistically, rhotic sounds are well known for their instability and
wide range of dialectal realizations (van der Elst-Koeiman et al., 2022) .Therefore, the
Batahan data provide a relevant case for examining how local communities reorganize
sound systems while maintaining communicative efficiency and social distinctiveness. If
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these patterns occur consistently across speakers and lexical items, they can be
interpreted as regular phonological rules rather than incidental pronunciation variation
(Syafiq & Hafiz, 2023).

Based on the background and research gap described above, the problems
addressed in this study are formulated as follows: (1) how does the vowel /a/ shift to
/o/ in the Batahan Dialect; (2) how does the consonant /r/ change to /ɣ/ in the
Batahan Dialect; (3) in what phonological environments do these changes occur; and (4)
what linguistic significance do these sound patterns hold within the Batahan speech
community? These questions guide the analysis toward both structural explanation and
sociolinguistic interpretation. Accordingly, the objective of this article is to analyze the
phonological characteristics of the Batahan Dialect by describing the final vowel shift
/a/ to /o/ and the consonant change /r/ to /ɣ/, identifying their distribution patterns,
and explaining their significance as distinctive features of local linguistic identity. Throuɣ
this investigation, the study seeks to enrich the documentation of Indonesian regional
dialects and contribute to broader discussions in phonology, dialectology, and language
variation studies.

METHOD
Research Design

This study adopts a descriptive-qualitative design with a synchronic, dialectological
orientation. The approach is documentary rather than experimental: its purpose is to
record and describe sound patterns as they occur in the everyday speech of native
speakers, and then to interpret their distribution and significance (Chambers & Trudgill,
1998; Mahsun, 2005). Analysis is grounded in articulatory-descriptive phonetics with
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) transcription, and in a correspondence-based
comparative procedure in which Standard Indonesian forms serve as a reference point
for identifying Batahan reflexes. Standard Indonesian is used here strictly for synchronic
comparison and is not assumed to be the historical source of the Batahan forms.

Research Site and Participants
Data were collected in Batahan District, Mandailing Natal Regency, North

Sumatra, where the dialect is in daily use. Recording was carried out primarily in Pasar
Batahan and adjacent settlements within the district; because this concentrates the
sample in one part of the dialect area, the geographical representativeness of the data is
treated as a limitation rather than a settled matter. Ten native speakers were selected
throuɣ purposive sampling, using three criteria: having been born and raised in the
Batahan area, using the dialect actively in daily interaction, and consenting to be
interviewed and recorded. To allow a first look at inter-speaker consistency, the sample
included women and men across several age groups. The full demographic profile of the
participants is summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. The Demographic Profile of the Participants

Code Age Sex Village / Settlement Occupation Education Batahan Use
P1 62 Male Batahan I Farmer Elementary

School
Very frequent
(daily)

P2 56 Female Batahan II Housewife Junior Hiɣ
School

Very frequent
(daily)

P3 48 Male Batahan III Fisherman Senior Hiɣ
School

Frequent

P4 43 Female Kampung Kapas Teacher Bachelor's
Degree

Frequent
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Code Age Sex Village / Settlement Occupation Education Batahan Use
P5 39 Male Pasar Baru Batahan Trader Senior Hiɣ

School
Moderate

P6 35 Female Batahan IV Civil Servant Bachelor's
Degree

Moderate

P7 31 Male Batahan V Entrepreneur Diploma Moderate
P8 27 Female Kubangan Tompek University

Student
Senior Hiɣ
School

Occasional

P9 24 Male Batahan I Private
Employee

Bachelor's
Degree

Occasional

P10 21 Female Batahan II University
Student

Senior Hiɣ
School

Occasional

Instruments
Four instruments supported data collection. First, a word list consisting of 80

lexical items was compiled to include words containing the target environments, namely
word-final /a/ and word-initial /r/, ensuring systematic representation of the variables
under investigation. Second, a set of carrier sentences was used to elicit the target words
in connected speech. The carrier sentences included "Say it again, please," "I heard the word
yesterday," and "Please pronounce clearly." Third, a semi-structured interview guide covered
local vocabulary, everyday routines, traditional activities, and speakers' attitudes toward
the Batahan dialect in order to encourage spontaneous speech. Fourth, field notes
documented contextual information, including the recording setting, participant
behaviour, and any relevant sociolinguistic observations.

All speech data were recorded using a Zoom H1n Handy Recorder with its built-in
stereo microphones. Recordings were saved in uncompressed WAV format (48 kHz, 24-
bit) to preserve phonetic detail. During recording, the microphone was positioned
approximately 20–30 cm from the participant's mouth in a quiet indoor environment to
minimise background noise and maintain consistent recording quality. The recordings
were transcribed using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA, 2015 revision). Each
token was subsequently entered into a coding sheet that included the participant code,
lexical item, phonological environment (word-final /a/ or word-initial /r/), elicitation
type (word list, carrier sentence, or interview), phonetic realisation, and additional
remarks. The coding sheet was designed to facilitate systematic comparison across
speakers and linguistic contexts.

Data Collection
Data collection combined four techniques whose outputs were kept distinct in the

corpus. Controlled elicitation consisted of 80 lexical items and 10 carrier sentences for
each participant, yielding a total of 800 elicited word tokens and 100 carrier-sentence
productions across the ten participants. These tasks produced comparable tokens of each
target form under controlled conditions. Semi-structured interviews lasted approximately
20–25 minutes per participant, resulting in a total of about 220 minutes of recorded
interview data. The interviews elicited extended speech on local vocabulary, everyday
routines, and speakers' attitudes toward the Batahan dialect. In addition, natural
conversations were recorded in homes, local markets, and community gathering places
for approximately 15–20 minutes per recording session, producing a total of about 170
minutes of spontaneous conversational data. These recordings provided naturally
occurring speech for cross-checking the forms obtained throuɣ elicitation. The quantity
and duration of each source are summarised in the corpus synopsis at the beginning of
the Results section, allowing elicited and spontaneous evidence to be analysed separately.
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Data Analysis
Analysis proceeded from transcription to interpretation. Recordings were

transcribed in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and a total of 900 elicited
tokens (800 word-list tokens and 100 carrier-sentence tokens) were extracted for
quantitative analysis. Tokens obtained from the interview and spontaneous conversation
were analysed separately as supporting qualitative evidence. Every token containing a
target segment was classified according to its phonological environment (word-initial,
medial, or final; open or closed syllable) and coded for its phonetic realisation. For the
word-final vowel /a/, variants were classified as [a], [ə], [ɔ], or other realisations,
whereas the word-initial rhotic /r/ was classified as [r], [ɾ], [ɣ]/[ʁ], or other variants. The
frequency of each variant was tabulated by participant, lexical item, and phonological
environment to determine the regularity of each correspondence rather than relying on
isolated examples.

Segmental identifications followed standard auditory phonetic criteria. To
minimise transcriber bias, 20% of the analysed tokens (180 tokens) were independently
re-transcribed by a second linguist with postgraduate training in phonetics and
phonology who was not involved in the initial transcription. Agreement between the two
transcribers was examined by comparing the IPA transcription assigned to each token.
Any disagreements were reviewed jointly while listening to the original recordings until a
consensus transcription was reached, and the agreed form was entered into the final
dataset. Consistency of a realisation across speakers and lexical items was interpreted as
evidence of a stable sound correspondence, whereas inconsistent patterns were treated as
variable forms.

Ethical Considerations
Participation was voluntary. Before each session, speakers were informed of the

purpose of the study, and oral consent to participate and to be recorded was obtained
and documented prior to data collection. Participants were also informed that their
involvement was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any
stage without consequence. Identities were kept confidential by replacing personal names
with participant codes (P1–P10), and the data were used solely for academic and
research purposes. The study did not undergo formal institutional ethical review;
therefore, the ethical conduct of the research was based on the informed oral consent of
all participants, together with the principles of voluntary participation, confidentiality,
and anonymity.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results

The analysed corpus comprises 80 target lexical items elicited from ten participants,
yielding a total of 900 elicited tokens (800 word-list tokens and 100 carrier-sentence
tokens), supplemented by approximately 390 minutes of interview and spontaneous
conversational recordings. Of the elicited tokens, 450 contained the target environment
of word-final /a/, whereas 450 contained the target environment of word-initial /r/.
Among the eligible word-final /a/ tokens, 426 tokens (94.7%) were realised as [o], while
the remaining 24 tokens (5.3%) retained [a] or showed other variant realisations. For the
word-initial /r/ environment, 418 of the 450 eligible tokens (92.9%) were realised as the
dorsal rhotic [ɣ], whereas the remaining 32 tokens (7.1%) were produced as alveolar [r],
tap [ɾ], or other variants. The frequencies of these correspondences, together with their
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distribution across speakers and lexical items, are presented below and, for inter-speaker
patterns.

The word-final vowel correspondence /a/ ~ [o]
The most regular pattern in the corpus is the correspondence between Standard

Indonesian word-final /a/ and Batahan [o] in open final syllables. Representative forms
are given in Table 2.

Table 2. The word-final vowel correspondence /a/ ~ [o] (Standard Indonesian ~ Batahan)

No Standard
Indonesian

Batahan IPA (SI ~ Batahan) Gloss Environment

1 apa apo /apa/ ~ [apo] what word-final open syllable
2 mana mano /mana/ ~ [mano] where word-final open syllable
3 siapa siapo /siapa/ ~ [siapo] who word-final open syllable
4 bawa bawo /bawa/ ~ [bawo] bring; carry word-final open syllable
5 di mana di mano /dimana/ ~

[dimano]
where (at) word-final open syllable

In every item in Table 2, the vowel that alternates is the one in the final open
syllable: Standard Indonesian /a/ corresponds to Batahan [o] while the remainder of the
word is unchanged (e.g., /apa/ ~ [apo], /mana/ ~ [mano], /bawa/ ~ [bawo]). The
correspondence is therefore positionally defined—it targets the word-final open syllable
specifically—and it recurs across a range of common lexemes rather than being confined
to a few items, which indicates a productive pattern rather than isolated lexical
substitution.

Two forms that are sometimes cited in connection with this pattern are excluded
from Table 2 for analytical clarity. In kemana ~ [kamano] ‘where to’, the final /a/ ~ [o]
correspondence is accompanied by a separate change in the pretonic syllable (/kə/ ~
[ka]); the form therefore involves more than one correspondence and cannot serve as a
clean example of the final-vowel pattern alone. In hendak ~ [hondak] ‘want’, the vowel
that differs is in the first syllable (/ɛ/ ~ [o]), and the final syllable is closed and
unaffected; this form reflects a different correspondence altogether and is not an instance
of word-final /a/ ~ [o]. Keeping these cases separate ensures that the final-vowel
correspondence is defined precisely. Phonetically, the Batahan reflex involves backing
and rounding of the low vowel: /a/, a low unrounded vowel, corresponds to [o], a mid
back rounded vowel, in the relevant environment.

The word-initial rhotic correspondence /r/ ~ [ɣ]
The second pattern is the correspondence between Standard Indonesian word-

initial /r/ and a Batahan voiced dorsal fricative, transcribed here as [ɣ]. Representative
forms are given in Table 3.

Table 3. The word-initial rhotic correspondence /r/ ~ [ɣ] (Standard Indonesian ~ Batahan)
No Standard

Indonesian
Batahan IPA (SI ~ Batahan) Gloss Environment

1 rautan ɣautan /rautan/ ~ [ɣautan] (pencil)
sharpener

word-initial onset

2 rumpun ɣumpun /rumpun/ ~
[ɣumpun]

cluster; clump word-initial onset
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3 racikan ɣacikan /ratʃikan/ ~
[ɣatʃikan]

concoction;
mixture

word-initial onset

4 rumah ɣumah /rumah/ ~ [ɣumah] house word-initial onset
5 ramai ɣamai /ramai/ ~ [ɣamai] crowded;

lively
word-initial onset

In addition to the systematic raising of the word-final low vowel /a/ to the mid-
back rounded [o], the Batahan dialect presents another equally robust, categorically
applied, and phonologically significant process, namely the spirantization and
dorsalization of the alveolar rhotic /r/ into a voiced velar fricative [ɣ] when it occurs in
the absolute word-initial prevocalic onset position, as compellingly evidenced by the
consistent correspondences rautan → [ɣautan], rumpun → [ɣumpun], racikan →
[ɣatʃikan], rumah → [ɣumah], and ramai → [ɣamai], thereby indicating that the dialect's
phonological grammar operates on two distinct yet equally deterministic rules that target
the polar extremes of the prosodic word—the left edge for the rhotic and the right edge
for the vowel.

In formal generative terms, this word-initial rhotic shift can be explicitly formulated
as a rule whereby the underlying coronal trill /r/ undergoes a radical place and manner
reassignment, changing its primary articulator from the alveolar ridge to the velar region
while simultaneously converting its intermittent airstream mechanism (characteristic of a
tap or trill, typically specified as [-continuant] or with a trill feature) into a continuous
turbulent frication (specified as [+continuant]) in the environment of a word boundary
immediately preceding any vocalic segment, and this transformation entails a multi-
specification feature alteration: the input consonant, which is Coronal, [+sonorant], and
[-continuant] (in the case of a trill), surfaces as Dorsal, [-sonorant] (given that voiced
fricatives are obstruents), and [+continuant], while its laryngeal feature of voicing
remains faithfully preserved as [+voice], thus yielding the voiced velar fricative [ɣ] that is
perceptually salient and articulatorily stable. When subjected to the constraint-based
framework of Optimality Theory, this dialectal divergence from Standard Indonesian
can be elegantly modeled through a demotion of faithfulness constraints in favor of a
highly ranked markedness constraint that specifically prohibits a coronal rhotic from
occupying the onset of a prosodic word; specifically, in the standard language, the
constraint IDENT(place) and IDENT(continuant), which mandate the preservation of
the input's coronal place and non-continuant manner, are ranked inviolably above the
structural constraint *r/ONS_INIT, which marks as ill-formed any alveolar trill
appearing at the commencement of a phonological word, thereby permitting the faithful
realization [rumah] despite the inherent articulatory complexity of initiating an utterance
with a lingual apex trill.

Conversely, in the Batahan dialect, the constraint hierarchy is completely reranked
such that *r/ONS_INIT outranks both IDENT(place) and IDENT(continuant),
compelling the grammar to prioritize the avoidance of word-initial rhotic markedness at
the expense of featural faithfulness, thus forcing the optimal output [ɣumah] from the
underlying /rumah/, as the dorsal fricative represents a less marked onset consonant
that does not require the intricate ballistic lingual movements and precise aerodynamic
conditions necessary for sustaining an alveolar trill at the very start of an articulatory
prosodic domain. The articulatory and acoustic motivation for this specific change is
deeply grounded in the universal phonetic instability of the rhotic class, particularly the
alveolar trill, which demands a rapid, cyclic vibration of the tongue tip against the
alveolar ridge sustained by a delicate balance of intraoral pressure and muscular tension,
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a configuration that is notoriously susceptible to reduction, backing, or lenition across
numerous language families worldwide.

To determine the distribution of the rhotic correspondence, all lexical items
containing Standard Indonesian /r/ were examined across word positions. In the present
corpus, the correspondence /r/ → [ɣ] is restricted to word-initial onset position. No
instances of [ɣ] were found in word-medial or word-final position. Instead, medial and
final rhotics were realised as an alveolar rhotic [r], indicating that the dorsal fricative
reflex is positionally conditioned rather than a general replacement of /r/ throuɣout the
lexicon.

Representative medial forms include beras /bəras/ → [bəras], kering /kəriŋ/ →
[kəriŋ], and jarum /dʒarum/ → [dʒarum] (examples from the corpus). Likewise, word-
final rhotics such as air /air/→ [air] retain an alveolar rhotic rather than showing dorsal
frication. The distribution therefore suggests that the correspondence is limited to the
initial onset.

Discussion
The two correspondences documented above can be interpreted at several distinct

levels, which it is important to keep separate: their phonetic realisation, their
phonological distribution, their status as dialect correspondences relative to other
varieties, and—only tentatively—their historical dimension. The findings speak most
directly to the first three; claims about the fourth require comparative and instrumental
evidence beyond the present data.

The final-vowel correspondence in areal perspective
The regularity of /a/ ~ [o] in word-final open syllables aligns Batahan with a

recognisable west-Sumatran Malayic type. Whereas the two best-known Malay vowel
types realise word-final ⟨a⟩ as either [a] (‘a-varieties’) or [ə] (‘schwa-varieties’) (Asmah
Haji Omar, 1977; Adelaar, 2005), a further type realises it as [o], most prominently in
Minangkabau (Almos, 2012) and in several coastal and Jambi Malay varieties
(Krulikowska et al., 2020). Batahan patterns with this [o] type. The fact that the
correspondence is confined to the final open syllable, and does not apply to /a/ in other
positions, is consistent with the cross-linguistic tendency for word-final syllables to be
favoured sites of vowel modification, and it invites future analysis in terms of syllable
structure and prosodic position rather than lexical idiosyncrasy. Comparison with
neiɣbouring Minangkabau would help establish whether the Batahan pattern is inherited,
contact-induced, or both.

The rhotic correspondence in typological perspective
Describing the Batahan onset rhotic in IPA rather than as ⟨ɣ⟩ makes its typological

place clear. The Malayic rhotic is among the most variable segments in the family,
ranging from an alveolar tap or trill to velar and uvular fricatives across Sumatran and
peninsular varieties (McDowell & Anderbeck, 2020); dorsal-fricative realisations of /r/
are documented, for example, in conservative southern-Sumatran Malay ([ɣ] or [x], with
[ʁ] in some rural varieties). The Batahan reflex thus falls squarely within the attested
range of Malayic dorsal rhotics, and is better understood as a regional realisation of a
hiɣly variable segment than as an anomaly. Cross-linguistically, dorsal rhotics are
common—French and much of German use a uvular fricative or approximant—which
further supports treating [ɣ]/[ʁ] as a natural rhotic outcome. Determining the exact place
of articulation, and whether it is uniform across speakers and positions, requires acoustic
measurement.

On articulatory-ease explanations
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Earlier informal accounts of both patterns appealed to ease of articulation—that [o]
is a ‘smoother’ or ‘more stable’ final vowel than [a], or that a back fricative is ‘less
effortful’ than an alveolar trill. Such claims are not supported by the present data and
should be treated with caution: articulatory economy is one hypothesis among several in
the phonological literature, and testing it would require articulatory or acoustic
measurement that this study did not undertake. The regularity and environmental
conditioning of the correspondences are established here; their articulatory motivation is
left as a question for instrumental research.

Contact, history, and identity
Because Batahan sits in a contact zone with Minangkabau and other coastal Malay

varieties, both correspondences may reflect a combination of inherited Malayic features
and areal convergence, but disentangling inheritance from contact requires systematic
comparison with neiɣbouring varieties collected under the same conditions (Crowley &
Bowern, 2010). Similarly, the observation that salient pronunciation features often index
local belonging is well founded in sociolinguistics (Labov, 1972), and Batahan forms
such as [apo] and [ɣumah] are plausible identity markers; substantiating that function,
however, calls for attitudinal and interactional data, which the interviews can supply in a
dedicated follow-up analysis. These interpretations are therefore offered as directions
consistent with the data rather than as established conclusions.

Situated against recent Indonesian dialect phonology—contrastive descriptions of
Javanese dialects (Mukaromah et al., 2025), variationist work on Sumatran varieties
such as Acehnese Daya (Alamsyah et al., 2024), and articulatory accounts of vowel and
consonant place adaptation elsewhere (Povilonis, 2024)—the Batahan findings reinforce
a common theme: regional varieties maintain organised, environmentally conditioned
sound systems, and their documentation refines the comparative picture. Batahan’s
specific contribution is the pairing of an [o]-type final-vowel correspondence with a
dorsal-rhotic correspondence in a previously undescribed coastal variety.

Several limitations bound these claims. The sample is small and purposive, and is
concentrated in Pasar Batahan rather than spread across the dialect area. The reliance on
targeted elicitation may over-represent the target forms relative to fully spontaneous
speech. Transcription is auditory rather than acoustic, so fine phonetic detail, including
the velar-versus-uvular question, remains unresolved. And the comparison with
neiɣbouring varieties draws on the published record rather than on first-hand data
collected for this study. The findings should therefore be read as preliminary
documentation.

CONCLUSION
This study described two recurrent segmental correspondences in the Batahan

dialect and situated them within a broader comparative Malayic perspective. In the
analysed corpus of 900 elicited tokens, comprising 450 tokens in each target environment,
Standard Indonesian word-final /a/ corresponded to Batahan [o] in 426 of 450 tokens
(94.7%), while Standard Indonesian word-initial /r/ corresponded to a voiced dorsal
fricative, transcribed as [ɣ], in 418 of 450 tokens (92.9%). These findings demonstrate
that the vowel correspondence is hiɣly regular in word-final open syllables, whereas the
rhotic correspondence is concentrated in word-initial onset position. The hiɣ frequencies
of these correspondences indicate that they are systematic phonological features of the
analysed corpus rather than isolated lexical variants. Both correspondences place
Batahan within the west-Sumatran coastal Malayic area, alongside Minangkabau and
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other Sumatran Malay varieties, while their co-occurrence in the Batahan dialect
provides an additional comparative data point for Malayic dialectology.

At the same time, the features appear to be socially salient and plausibly
contribute to the local linguistic identity of Batahan speakers, althouɣ their indexical and
attitudinal significance remains to be established throuɣ dedicated sociophonetic
research. These conclusions are necessarily constrained by the study's limited purposive
sample and by the reliance on auditory rather than instrumental acoustic analysis, and
no claims are made regarding the historical origin or direction of these sound
correspondences. Accordingly, the present study should be regarded as preliminary
documentation of two recurrent phonological correspondences in the Batahan dialect. It
provides an empirical foundation for future research employing larger speaker samples,
instrumental acoustic analysis, and broader comparisons with neiɣbouring Malayic
varieties to clarify the phonetic, sociolinguistic, and historical dimensions of these
correspondences.

RECOMMENDATION
Several directions follow from these findings. First, acoustic-phonetic analysis is needed
to measure the vowel quality of the [o] reflex and, in particular, to determine whether the
dorsal rhotic is velar [ɣ] or uvular [ʁ], and how consistent it is across speakers. Second,
comparative fieldwork with neiɣbouring varieties—Minangkabau to the south,
Mandailing inland, and other coastal Malay communities—would clarify whether the
Batahan correspondences are inherited, contact-induced, or independently innovated.
Third, a larger sociophonetic study drawing on multiple villages, additional speakers,
and a range of interactional settings would allow the inter-speaker and inter-generational
patterns sketched here to be quantified and their social meaning tested directly. Together
these steps would move the description of Batahan from preliminary documentation
toward a fuller account of its sound system and its place in Sumatran dialectology.
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