ISSN-p 2306-7365

ACAYH YHUBEPCHUTETIHIH XABAPIIBICHI, Ne4 (122), 2021 ISSN-e 2664-0686

UDC 811.621; IRSTI 16.41.45
https://doi.org/10.47526/2021-4/2664-0686.03

Mohamad Syahrul Nizam Ibrahim!®, Mohd Ibrani Shahrimin Adam Assim?, Shazali Johari?,
Syarifah Kamariah Wan Mohammad?, Suziana Hassan®
'PhD student of Universiti Putra Malaysia Bintulu Sarawak Campus
(Malaysia, Sarawak, Bintulu), e-mail: mohamadsyahrulnizamibrahim@gmail.com
PhD, Associate Professor, Universiti Putra Malaysia Bintulu Sarawak Campus
(Malaysia, Sarawak, Bintulu)
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8836-9042
3PhD, Senior Lecturer, Universiti Putra Malaysia
(Malaysia, Selangor, Serdang), e-mail: Zali_johari@upm.edu.my
*PhD, Senior Lecturer, Universiti Putra Malaysia Bintulu Sarawak Campus
(Malaysia, Sarawak, Bintulu), e-mail: k_syarifah@btu.upm.edu.my
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1761-6138
PhD, Senior Lecturer, Universiti Putra Malaysia Bintulu Sarawak Campus
(Malaysia, Sarawak, Bintulu), e-mail: suzi@upm.edu.my
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1051-158X

PERCEPTION ON PENAN'S OROO’ LANGUAGE AMONG LOCAL COMMUNITY AT
BATU BUNGAN, MULU, SARAWAK, MALAYSIA

Abstract. Oroo’ secret sign language is a medium that has been used to communicate in the
forest among Penan community. It is threatened language and identified as living cultural heritage
that has high potential to be promoted as a major tourism product in the World Heritage Site, Mulu.
However, the local level appreciation on their cultural elements is a question that would have
implications for this language to become extinct imminently. Thus, this study aims to examine
perception on the importance of Oroo’ language among Penan community at Batu Bungan. This
exploration was conducted through a qualitative approach with personal interview with two Penans
who are tribal chief and boatman who lived at the settlement. They were identified as key
informants due to their active involvement and grown in the community. The narrative was
analysed by thematic analysis deductively to elucidate their views on importance of Oroo’ secret
sign language in the community today. It was found that most young generation did not understand
the language due to some factors. They perceived that Oroo’ has no significant to their life because
words are main medium of communication nowadays. While middle-aged community has at least
basic knowledge of Oroo’ from their self-experience with old-aged generation in the forest. The
language is threatened with extinction due to its significant declining users. There is a need for
relevant stakeholders to take actions towards preserving this intangible and unique cultural heritage.
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Bbary banan, Myuay, CapaBak, Manai3usiiarbl :KepriylikTi KOFAMJIaCTBIKTHIH OPOO IEHAH
TiJIiH Ka0bL11aybl

Anpgarna. Opoo Kynus pIMIay TiTi — OyI eHaH KOFaMIaCTBIFBI apachlHa OpMaHa ceiiecy
YIIIH KOJNJAHBUIATHIH Kypai. by Tij »KOWBUIBIN KeTy Kaymi Oap >KoHE Tipl MOJCHU Mypa peTiHAe
anpIkTasFad, On Mylly OYHHEXY31UTIK MYpachIHBIH HETI3T1 TYPUCTIK OHIMI PETiHIe aiFa XKBbUDKY
YIIIH JKOFaphel oneyeTke ue. Auaija, oJapAslH MOJIeHU dieMeHTTepiH JKeprimikTi AeHreize
Oaraiay — OYJI TUTIH CO3Ci3 MKOWBUIBIN KeTyiHe ocep eTeTiH macene. Ochuiaiiiia, Oy 3epTTeyain
MmakcaTbl baTy byHran KajacelHAarbl II€HaH KOFaMJACTBIFbl apachlHAa OpOO  TLIIHIH
MaHBI3BUIBIFBIH TYCIHYI 3€pTTey OOJbIN TaObuTagsl. Byn 3eprrey enii MeKkeHAe TYpaThlH €Ki
NeHaH, Taina OacThIFbl kOHE KalBIKIIBIMEH XeKe cyXOaTleH camayibl TOCUT apKbUIbl >KYpPTi3ijjil.
Onap KOFamJIacTBIKTBIH O€JCEH[1 KaTbICybl MEH ecyiHe OalllaHbICTBl HEri3ri akmapar Oepyuil
peTiHJEe aHBIKTAJAbl. OHrIME Ka3ipri KOFamJarbl KYIUS OpOO bIMJAy TUIIHIH MAaHbI3JAbUIBIFbI
TypaJibl K@3KapacTapblH HAKTHUIAY YIIiH JI€AYKTUBTI TaKBIPBINTHIK TalAay diciMeH Tangansl. JKac
YPIIaKTBIH KOMIILTIri keioip (akropiapra 6alaaHbICThI TiAA1 TYCIHOSHTIHI aHbIKTaN (bl Onap opoo
OJIapJIbIH 6MIpIH/AE€ MaHbI3Jbl €MeC €KEHIH TYCIHJl, OHTKeHl Oyl KyHIepl ce3lep KapbIM-
KaThIHACTBIH HETri3ri Kypayiel Oosbin TaObuiaabl. OpTa *acTarbl KOFaMJAcThIK, €H OoJjMaraHna,
OpMaHJaFbl KapT aJlaMIapMeH KapbIM-KaTbIHAC XkKacay TOKIpUOECIHEH OpoO Typasibl HETI3T1 OuTiMre
ue. [aiinananyuslnap caHbIHBIH €0Yyip a3aloblHa OailaHbICTBI Oy TUIre Kayin TeHin Typ. Tuicti
MYJJENl Tapantap OCbl MaTepUas/IbIK €MecC >XKoHe Oipereil MoJeHH MYpaHbl CakTay >XeHIHJE
apagap Kaobu11aybl KakeT.
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AnHoTanusi. CeKpeTHBIN S3bIK )KECTOB OPOO — ATO CPEACTBO, KOTOPOE HCIIOIB30BATIOCH ISt
oOIIIEeHUs B JIECY CPEAM COOOIIECTBA MEHAH. DTOT S3BIK HAXOJIUTCS IOJ YIPO30M MCUEC3HOBEHUS U
UICHTHPUIMPYETCS KaK KUBOE KYIbTYPHOE Hacleaue, KOTopoe 00a1aeT BEICOKUM MOTEHIIUATIOM
JUTSL TIPOJIBMDKCHHUSI B KaQ4eCTBE OCHOBHOTO TYPHCTHYECKOTO MPOAYKTa Ha oOBekTe BcemupHOro
Hacieauss Myny. OqHako OleHKa Ha MECTHOM YPOBHE MX KYJbTYPHBIX 3JIEMEHTOB — 3TO BOIMPOC,
KOTOPBIA OyAeT WMETh TOCIEICTBUS IS HEHW30E€KHOrO MCUE3HOBEHHUS 3TOTrO s3bIKa. Takum
o0pa3oMm, IeNbI0 JAHHOTO HCCIICIOBAHUS SIBIISCTCS M3yYEHHE BOCHPUATHS BAXKHOCTH SI3BIKA OPOO
cpenu oOmuHBI neHaH B bary-bynrane. DTo wucciemoBaHwe OBUIO MPOBEACHO € TOMOIIBIO
KaueCTBEHHOT0 TMOJX0Jla C JIMYHBIM HMHTEPBBIO C JBYMS II€HAHAMH, BOXIEM IUIEMEHH U
JIOZIOYHUKOM, KOTOpBIE XWIM B ToceleHuH. OHM ObUIM OIpeaesieHbl B KadeCTBE KIIHOUYEBBIX
nH(OpMAaTOPOB ONarogaps MX aKTUBHOMY y4acTHIO U poCTy B cooOrmiectBe. [loBecTBoBaHME OBLIO
MPOAHATM3UPOBAHO METOJOM JACIYKTUBHOTO TEMAaTUYECKOTO aHajau3a, 4YTOObl MpPOSICHUTH HX
B3TJISABI HA BAXKHOCTh CEKPETHOTO SI3bIKA JKECTOB OPOO B COBPEMEHHOM cooOmecTBe. bbino
YCTaHOBJIEHO, YTO OOJIBIIMHCTBO MOJIOJIOTO TMOKOJICHUS HE TMOHUMAO S3BIK H3-32 HEKOTOPBIX
(daktopoB. OHU MMOHSIIH, YTO OPOO HE UMEET HUKAKOTO 3HAYCHUS B MX JKU3HU, IOTOMY YTO B HAIIU
JTHU CJIOBA SIBJISIIOTCS OCHOBHBIM CPEIICTBOM OOIIEHHUs. B TO Bpems Kak COOOIIECTBO CpPEIHEro
BO3pacra o0ianaer, mo KpaiiHed mepe, 0a30BbIMM 3HAHHMSMH 00 OpPOO M3 COOCTBEHHOTO OIIbITa
OOIIeHHs] C TOKOJICHHEM TMOXWIBIX JIOJel B Jiecy. OTOT S3bIK HAaxXOIUTCS IMOJA Yrpo3oit
HCYE3HOBEHHS M3-32 3HAYUTEIHHOTO COKpAIICHUS Yhcia ero mosib3oBaresieii. COOTBETCTBYIOMIUM
3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIM ~ CTOPOHAM  HEOOXOAMMO TPHHATH MEpPhl 110  COXPAHEHUIO  ATOTO
HEMAaTepPUAIbHOTO U YHUKAIBHOTO KYJIbTYPHOTO HACIEIUSI.

Kurouessblie cioBa: opoo, Opanr Yuy, bopueo, Bocrounas Manaiizus, A3bIK, HAXOQAIMICS
0J] yTPO301 UCUE3HOBEHMUSI.

Introduction

Malaysia is proud to have a unique cultural diversity that includes number of tribes in the
province of Sarawak, Borneo. The Penan are a minority tribe known for their traditionally nomadic
life and have the knowledge of navigation in the jungle of high intellectual value. Oroo’ secret sign
language is a medium that has been used to communicate in the forest among Penan community.
This indigenous knowledge that is an element of the Penan culture and heritage that can be
preserved so that it does not become extinct due to the passage of time.

Penan community in Mulu was settled in Batu Bungan and Long Iman in the early 1990s.
This has prompted the government to establish several accesses to public facilities to the local
community including primary school, church, and health clinic. Tourism has also boosted
development in Mulu and indirectly provides many benefits to Penan’s livelihood in Batu Bungan.
However, this indigenous knowledge which is part of their culture are slowly not practiced and loss
due to the change of lifestyle. According to (Rothstein, 2020), the cultural changes affect
everybody, ranging from severe cognitive dissonance among certain elders, to less dramatic
problems among the youth, which absolutely happened in Penan’s native language nowadays.

Oroo’ is a threatened language and identified as a living cultural heritage that has high
potential to be promoted as a significant tourism product in the World Heritage Site, Mulu.
However, the local level of appreciation on their cultural elements is a question that would have
implications for this language to become extinct imminently. Thus, this study examines perception
on the importance of Oroo’s language among the Penan community at Batu Bungan.

Literature Review

Indigenous knowledge

Indigenous knowledge (IK) is the “knowledge that an indigenous (local) community
accumulates over time (Averweg & Greyling, 2010). This description of 1K encompasses all forms
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of local knowledge acquired experientially — arts, languages, understanding, practices, technologies
and beliefs —that enables a community to achieve stable livelihoods in its geographical residence”.
The IK is mainly tacit as stored in people’s memories and organisational structures (Von Lewinski,
2008), implicit as embedded in people’s daily lives and activities (Pettersen, 2011) and explicit as
shared orally in stories, songs, folklores, and dances (Nyota & Mapara, 2008). IK is non-formal,
orally transmitted and usually not documented. It falls under tacit knowledge, which is personal
knowledge, hard to put into words and is expressed through action (Jain & Jibril, 2016). The
domains of IK as illustrated by Frappaolo (2008) and Zaman, Kulathuramaiyer, et al. (2015) in
Figure 1.

Penan’s indigenous knowledge

Penan's knowledge and understanding of the Borneo rainforest is unique and unparalleled
among Sarawak's indigenous groups (Zaman & Falak, 2018). They, nomadic of the recent past, are
live from farming today, but still depend on the forest for hunting and collecting various forest
products. They have a detailed classification system for the plants and recognise many useful wild
plants. Still, their use of knowledge is relatively simple and differs from that of other ethnic groups
of Borneo (Koizumi & Momose, 2007).

Tacit Implicit Explicit

Songs, Folklores,

People’s memory,
% Stories, Artefacts

organisational structures Activities

Figure 1 — Indigenous knowledge domains
Source: Frappaolo, (2008); Zaman, Kulathuramaiyer, et al. (2015).

In 2014, a research project in Long Lamai was initiated by Universiti Malaysia Sarawak with
the community in Baram, one of the biggest and oldest settlements of the Penans on digitalising and
preserving the Oroo’s sign language. It is aimed to harness indigenous community's tacit and their
creative expressions (Zaman et al., 2016; Zaman & Winschiers-theophilus, 2017). It was found that
the Penans have their cognitive maps of the jungle which are based on many sources as well as from
Oroo’ (Zaman, Winschiers-theophilus, et al., 2015) or Omen the signs and directions provided by
the birds as pathfinders. However, the cognitive maps in the Penans minds are their tacit knowledge
based, while the Oroo’s sign language is explicit, and Omen are implicit beliefs.

Research methods

Research permit and ethical approval

This study has received official permission and approval from the Sarawak Forestry
Corporation (reference number: SFC.PL&RS/2020-005) which is complying to the National Parks
and Nature Reserves Ordinance 1998. Besides, the approval of the University Ethics Committee for
Research Involving Humans (JKEUPM) (reference number: JKEUPM-2020-403) was received for
its compliance with the Declaration of Helsinki and International Conference of Harmonization
(ICH Guidelines), Good Clinical Practice (GCP) Standards, Council for Organizations of Medical
Sciences (CIOMS) Guidelines, World Health Organization (WHO) Standards and Operational
Guidance for Ethics Review of Health-Related Research and Surveying and Evaluating Ethical
Review Practices, EC/ IRB Standard Operating Practices (SOPs), and Local Regulations and
Standards in Ethical Review. The informed consent was obtained from the participants in this study
and the protocol was approved by the JKEUPM.
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Research area

The study was conducted at Penan settlement, Kampung Batu Bungan, Mulu, Sarawak,
Malaysia (4°3°11.956” N, 114°49°8.282” E) (Figure 2) in April 2021. The Sarawak Government
initiated the settlement in the early 1990s as a service center to bring the Penans out of their
nomadic way of life and to facilitate assistance to them. The settlement has become part of the
attraction of the world-renowned national park. Most of the local community work as park staff,
boat and handicraft operators as well as farmers. The handicraft entrepreneurs are women, and they
sell the forest product at the Batu Bungan Craft Market which is a must-visit place for tourists. The
Penan are better known for their fine handicrafts and only their community markets the handicraft
products in Mulu, namely at the Batu Bungan and Long Iman Craft Markets.

Brunei

Lawas
District

Limbang District
Miri (
District
e Batu Bungan

o @ Gunung Mulu Na Park
1 Headquarter

. Maorudi V‘Dislrricl

Figure 2 — Location of research area, Kampung Batu Bungan,
Mulu, Sarawak, Malaysia

Key informants’ interview

This exploration was conducted through a qualitative approach with a personal interview with
two Penans who are tribal chief and boatman lived at the settlement. An interview session was
conducted on key informant 1 (K1) in the Malay language with the help of a Malay-Penan
interpreter for convenience and better response. Meanwhile, another interview with key informant 2
(K2) were carried out without interpreter because he could interact well in the national language.

They were identified as key informants due to their active involvement and grown in the
community. Their narratives provide a qualitative aspect which has meaning, significance and rich
understanding (Tashakkori et al., 2020). The key informants involved are two individuals that are
available during the study. This limitation is caused by the pandemic, where many locals chose to
stay in the jungle as they were afraid of the COVID-19 pandemic infection that was likely to be
carried by outsiders. Thus, it was quite challenging to get more key informants for interview
purpose. The number of key informants (n=2) are acceptable for qualitative approach which its
nature is require a small sample size. According to (Hammarberg et al., 2016), larger sample sizes
are not more applicable because the depth may be sacrificed the scope, or excessive data for
rigorous analysis. The key informant voices help to achieve data saturation, external validity, and/or
information redundancy (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2007). Table 1 presented to show the
characteristics of two key informants interviewed in different sessions.
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Table 1 — List of key informants interviewed in different sessions

Key
informant Age Generation Gender Occupation
(K)
1 62 Old-aged Male Tribal chief
2 52 Middle-aged Male Boatman

Data analysis

The narrative was analysed by thematic analysis deductively to elucidate their views on
importance of Oroo’ secret sign language in the community today. It was transcribed, coded,
themed (categorised), validated and interpreted in accordance with Talib (2019). Finally, it was
facilitated by Computer Aided Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS), specifically ATLAS.ti 8
Windows.

Results and discussion

There are several key informants' views on the status and level of knowledge of the Oroo’
sign language among Penan’s communities in Mulu, including Kampung Batu Bungan and
Kampung Long Iman.

Oroo' language as a medium of communication in the forest

“Oroo' is a language commonly used by previous generations of Penan for communication
purposes in the forest such as navigation using signs from tree twigs and leaves”. (K1)

The arrangement of the twigs and leaves describes the combination of words in a sentence.
The message can be translated if the individual understands each word that is trying to be conveyed.
Oroo’ is the object of writing language used by earlier generations to leave messages for each other
in the jungle (Jensen, 1970). Sticks, prepared with cuts, twigs, and leaves in certain positions and
places, will guide people, and inform them about directions, time, dangers, resources, etc.
(Rothstein, 2020).

Oroo’s language as a cultural element and less practical to use nowadays

According to K1, the Oroo’ language is only part of the customs and culture and can still be
understood by many people, especially the older generation. However, the language is poorly
understood among average younger generation. It is because they have received a formal education
in school and can read and write well. Thus, the importance of mastering the Oroo’ language has
become less significant for them. Furthermore, the language is rarely used and is considered an
ancient language. Similarly, based on a study by Plimmer et al. (2015), it was found that the
language has disappeared and is no longer used by the younger generation among Penans in Long
Lamai since they were settled.

According to UNESCO (2011), the loss of indigenous languages is also detrimental to
biodiversity, as traditional knowledge of nature and the universe, spiritual beliefs and cultural
values expressed in indigenous languages provide time-tested mechanisms for the sustainable use of
natural resources and management of ecosystems. These elements have become more critical with
the emergence of urgent new challenges posed by climate change.

Informal lessons from elder generation

Figure 3 shows K2 was explaining the basic Oroo’ language which indicates that the Penan
community uses twigs and leaves to form specific signals that carry certain messages. This clear
explanation shows that a middle-aged generation is good at the Oroo’ language. It further to
supports the statement of K1 that the middle-aged generation can still understand the language very
well as compared to the young-aged generation (born in the 90s or later). It is in line with Zaman et
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al. (2014) where the respondents who over the age of 60 have mastered the language because they
experienced a nomadic life when they were young (Zaman et al., 2014).

K2 stated that he had learned the Oroo’ language through experiences with his father when
hunting in the forest and looking for sago since childhood. He was accustomed to wading through
the forest for that purpose and work of cutting and carrying trees, removing obstacles along the way
in the forest.

“We did not have formal classes to learn this Oroo’ language. We are indirectly good at using
that language.” (K2)

However, according to K2, some Penan’s younger generation who live with their families and
semi-nomads in the jungle, are still able to use the language compared to the community in
Kampung Batu Bungan.

“My 11-years-old son is already good at using sumpit (blowgun). He is good at using poison
for hunting purposes because he always follows me to the forest, and I taught him.” (K2)

In conclusion, this informal lesson has the most crucial value in the Penan community. The
Oroo’ are themselves expressions of social interaction. Given the fact that people usually travel
together, the reading and interpretation of the signs is also a social practice, although often the
meaning of Oroo’ is rather explicit (Rothstein, 2020).

Figure 3 (a) — The symbol of two twigs of the

same length indicates the presence of a team/

one/ friend/ family (non-enemies) while in the
forest;

Figure 3(b) — The two twigs placed on top of
the folded leaves indicate hunger signals to
non-enemies (friends, family, acquaintances);

Figure 3(c) — The combination of the symbol
of a leaf pricked by a small twig, then inserted
with a tree branch carries the meaning that
the individual has obtained the hunted animal
(wild boar or other foods) in this straight
direction
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Younger generation knowledge and practices

“Most young people do not understand Oroo' language, especially those born in their 90s and
above” (K2).

The elders realized that Oroo’ will be lost if they do not find ways to preserve and pass it
through the younger generations (Plimmer et al., 2015).

K2 also informed that their previous lives were more difficult, and younger generation is lack
of interest to go into the forest. Some were afraid to go into the woods, unlike the middle age who
had experienced and were trained for it.

Furthermore, as mentioned by K1 earlier, words have become the primary medium of
communication in society nowadays, and it affects the Oroo ’language to be less important. The
times and lifestyles slowly changed, and they adapted to the new situation. Indirectly formal
education and socioeconomic factors caused this transformation to take place.

Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on local livelihood and Oroo’ language

Due to the pandemic, the tourism sector has stagnated for a while. As a result, local people
have lost their source of income due to the lack of tourists. Furthermore, K1 also stated that a
handful of villagers are chosen to stay in the forest to avoid COVID-19 virus infection. Penan
community in Kampung Long Iman hid and ran away from home when medical officers came to
their village to perform a covid-19 polymerase chain reaction swab test (Nais, 2021).

The increasing number of COVID-19 infection cases every day is likely to cause many
individuals to move to the forest. On the positive side, they can spend time together in the woods.
This further strengthens the family bond and indirectly, they engage in traditional lifestyle that
practiced by earlier generation. It is possible that young-aged generation to have the opportunity
learn and experience the Oroo' language from the middle-aged.

Conclusion

Most young generation did not understand the language due to some factors. They perceived
that Oroo’ has no significance towards their life. While middle-aged community has at least basic
knowledge of Oroo’ from their self-experience with old age generation in the forest. The language
is threatened with extinction due to its significant declining speakers.

Although the younger generation is more familiar with technology than engaging with their
surrounding forest, it is not a reason for the language to continue to be threatened with extinction.
There was an initiative by Plimmer et al., (2015) and Zaman et al. (2016) in digitizing the language
in the form of game applications that are more interactive to the younger generation, namely
children as a form of reintroduction to their culture. The game application requires indigenous
wisdom from its players. This will make children to ask their parents to play in the game and it is
seen as a good thing which encourages intergenerational knowledge transfer towards supporting the
preservation of this language. Younger generation can teach the middle-aged and old-aged
generation to use the technology in line with the passage of time. This will also strengthen their
family ties like previous generations.

From this conducted study, it is recommended to stakeholders to take actions in preserving
this intangible and unique cultural heritage. Relevant stakeholders can promote this cultural element
as a significant tourism product in the Gunung Mulu National Park in addition to the biodiversity
richness in this world-renowned area. In this effort, it is suggested that the language should be
documented through interactive publications such as books and brochures so that tourists know this
cultural heritage of the Penan tribe are unique in Malaysia.

In addition, the park guide, boatman, accommodation operator, and craft operator who are
from the Penan community are ambassadors that are responsible in promoting the culture to
tourists. It can enhance tourists experience in Mulu and will motivate them to revisit and spread it to
other people. The value of appreciation for cultural elements can be nurtured through this
memorable experience. Memorable tourism experiences play a key role in obtaining tourist’s
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satisfaction and loyalty in sustaining the tourism destination (Subramaniam et al., 2019; Arpentieva
etal., 2021).

Oroo’ language, which is the explicit domain of IK, is very significant to be courted so that it
does not extinct due to the passes of the times. Like other indigenous languages in Sarawak, Oroo’
also needs to be highlighted by stakeholders for social sustainability.
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