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ABSTRACT 
The promotion of nationality and technology have drained Javanese as the ethnic language in Indonesia as a 
multilingual country. This study, therefore, explores the Javanese as an ethnic marker and identity in virtual 
communication. The data were collected via semi-structured interviews and observation in the WhatsApp group 
of East Java basketball coaches. The findings demonstrate that the Javanese language is still valued as an ethnic 
marker and Javanese people believe that its maintenance reflects their identity construction. However, its 
divergence cannot be ceased as the process of maintaining the language clashed with other ethnic groups.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

As one of Indonesia's most prominent speakers, the 
Javanese heritage language [1] is endangered [2] in 
showing its ethnic origin. The drastic decline in the 
numbers of Javanese speakers has been intense in the 
last three decades, was around 3% decline among 25-
49 years old during the previous ten years [3] and 
around 70 million from 95 million population in 2020 
[4]. This battle has risen since the stipulation of 
Indonesian as the official national language in all 
aspects of the domain [5], the high mobility and 
increasing middle-class groups [6], and the influence 
of globalization, which is dominated by the use of 
English [7].  Another new factor is contributed by the 
pandemic lately, where all activities are pioneered by 
the virtual communication and certainly Indonesian 
and are dominantly used. These factors indicate that 
the large numbers of Javanese speakers cannot protect 
the existence of Javanese [8].  

Furthermore, these factors have dropped the roles 
of Javanese as the ethnic language among the other 

various ethnic groups and ethnic language 
communities in Indonesia [3]. With less exposure to 
Javanese, less active speakers would enhance their 
background knowledge and resources. Moreover, it 
would intrigue more generations to run away from 
expanding their minor language as there are limited 
development facilities. Javanese is also transmitted 
predominantly within the family rather than any other 
community. Besides, Javanese has served more as 
spoken than the written one, as many active speakers 
meet some challenges to read the Javanese alphabet.  

Javanese as their language background is also a 
determination of selves, bringing up their ethnicity. A 
language is considered the central aspect of culture and 
has a potential dimension of how individuals may 
represent their identity [9]. Maintaining Javanese as a 
heritage language in a multicultural country like 
Indonesia is considered the essential cultural identity 
marker of ethnic minority groups [10]. Moreover, a 
study spotted that parents' attitude about Javanese as 
ethnic language and ethnicity is asymmetrical. Still, 
their desire to transmit their heritage language is 
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symmetrical with their children’s high proficiency 
scores [3]. Another study in Indonesia conflicted that 
those who can speak in their ethnic language are more 
confident in showing their ethnic identity. Those who 
cannot speak any would feel more confused with their 
ethnic identities [11]. 

Besides, many exclusive works have pinpointed 
how ethnic languages in many other countries related 
to ethnic identities. Studies in Europe diagnosed a shift 
of ethnic identity construction involving a process of 
heritage language among the inter-generation between 
parents and children [12]. It was supported by studies 
in America that distinguished how the fluency in 
delivering a heritage language has played the crucial 
act in forming the ethnic identity among the second 
generation of Mexican adolescents but not for the 
second generation of Chinese in the USA [13].  

Those previous studies talk primarily about the 
influence of adults on the younger generation. 
Therefore, there is an assumption that those of very 
productive ages take a significant role in maintaining 
Javanese, as people with different sociolinguistics 
dynamics within the community might potentially 
influence its language vitality [3]. However, since 
technology dominates the life agenda nowadays, 
adults could provide experience and various resources 
to surrounding environments in virtual 
communication. In other words, when adults use 
Javanese in a particular group of online communities, 
it could be adapted and accustomed to real-life 
communication. The rise of virtual communication 
faces the opportunity to use Javanese to build their 
mediatized room to take more actions than in the 
traditional communication [14] [15]. 

Furthermore, virtual communication would put the 
endangered Javanese in a better position to be 
continuously used, thus settling up a new chapter, 
modes of communication, and developing its written 
varieties which is previously spoken only language 
[16]. The appearance of Javanese in virtual 
communication is another level of promotion to make 
it more visible and accessible [17]. Therefore, it 
delivers its priority in this modernity so that all 
generations would be inspired to maintain such 
language.  

It is of a public nature that virtual communication 
might happen when immediate context, impact, and 

affection connect them [18]. In other words, virtual 
communication is possible to continue when there is a 
silver lining in connecting the dots among them. 
People who engage in virtual communication mostly 
happen among those who have connections in offline 
relationships and those who just knew online. Bearing 
that in mind, technology builds essential sides of how 
people live, access, and benefit from it in the aspect of 
their senses of selves [18], which then reflects the way 
they portray themselves online. At the same time, it 
could be summarized that what they represent online 
is much related to their identities offline [19].  

One of the interesting points in an online group of 
virtual communication is when the groups consist of 
adult people from different ethnic groups. For 
example, one of the various ethnic participants of the 
online group is a WhatsApp group of East Java 
Basketball coaches. The coaches are people from 
many ethnic groups with different ethnic languages. In 
this case, the use of ethnic language by each ethnic 
group in the group is questioned as it is related to the 
way they reflect their ethnic identity.  

Many research has talked about these interrelations 
in online media. For example, a study presented that 
writing in a heritage language online would mitigate 
their Chinese heritage writing anxiety. Furthermore, 
they became more productive, limiting their avoidance 
behaviors [20]. Another work showed that Facebook 
is a suitable medium for maintaining heritage language 
as it provided a mediatized space for bilingual users 
and regional identity [21]. These significant works 
have already provided evidence of the benefits of 
online media in interconnecting heritage language 
maintenance and identity construction. Yet, little is 
known about dynamic virtual communication in an 
intensive WhatsApp group communication. 
Therefore, further investigation is needed, especially 
in the contexts of the heritage language in their 
homeland [3]. This particular online community is 
genuinely connected to the real-life profession.  

Within this phenomenon in consideration, this 
present study aims to fill the gap by observing whether 
the Javanese adults of Basketball coaches attitudes in 
the WhatsApp group shape the Javanese identity as an 
ethnic marker and proficiency in virtual 
communication [3]. In addition, this study also 
attempts to examine how Javanese speakers use virtual 
communication.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A heritage language is a language other than the 
dominant standard language in all aspects of life [21]. 
It is generally described as immigrant, colonial, and 
indigenous languages. Javanese is acknowledged as 
the indigenous or ancestral and minority language [3]. 
Moreover, language is essential in forming the 
speakers’ thinking and who they are [11]. Speaking a 
specific language also reflects the speaker's identity 
[22]. Identity differentiates one from another, and it is 
a developmental process that might change over time 
[23]. It is continuously in the transformation process 
and adapts based on the situations [23].  

[23] lists some stages of identities formation: 
micro, meso, macro, and global identities. First, the 
micro stage defines ourselves and our point of view. It 
is based on their observations, inferences about who 
they are, and evaluations [24]. This stage is also about 
the interaction between individuals and how others act 
toward them. Then, the meso stage is related to 
perceiving people’s families and cultures. Next, the 
macro ones are between and from a more significant 
point of view which interrelates people and groups. 
Last, interconnecting between people and groups in a 
bigger perspective is categorized in the global stage of 
identity. Thus, there is a broad connection between 
language and identification.  

Another critical factor in a language related to 
identity is the social setting. First, the language used 
defines the ethnic group and the social level [11]. Then 
it relates to ethnic identity, a dynamic and 
multidimensional structure that intends to represent 
one’s identity or self as a part of an ethnic group [22]. 
Indeed, the established sense of self as a part of an 
ethnic group representative involves positive feelings 
about oneself and others [24].  

Furthermore, the degree of vitality of a particular 
ethnic group resolves the social behaviors in the 
intergroup interactions, including status (economic, 
social, socio-historical, and language status), 
demography (distribution and number of the 
population), and institutional support (formal and 
informal) [3], for example, Javanese has a high 
ethnolinguistic vitality in language status, distribution, 
and population.  

It is also taken for granted that language is a system 
that is unlikely to be transformed by the way it is used 

by the media [21]. However, media use shapes how 
communication runs and how language is used. The 
drastic language changes appear in the rise of 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) [15]. 
Since then, all communication conducted through 
CMC has been known as virtual communication. 
Virtual communication enables the speakers to create 
online communities [14], a far more interactive space.  

3. METHOD 

This study adopts a descriptive qualitative 
methodology. It tries to describe a phenomenon on the 
heritage language used and how their attitudes in using 
the language influence their ethnic identity 
construction. 15 Javanese basketball coaches between 
the ages of 25 to 45 years old were recruited as the 
study participants. They had fulfilled the criteria of 
speaking Javanese and actively communicating in the 
WhatsApp group of East Java Basketball coaches. 
Deliberating the study’s ethics, all participants were 
briefed on the study’s scopes and objectives.  

The data were collected through an observation on 
written virtual communication on WhatsApp group 
and semi-structured interviews in three months to 
allow the participants to share information and 
freedom to express their opinions [25]. Hence, the 
questions were formatted to ask about their heritage 
language use by adopting and simplifying the 
Multigroup ethnic identity measure (MEIM) survey 
consisting of self-identification and ethnicity, ethnic 
behaviors and practices, affirmation and belonging, 
and identity achievement [26]. The interviews were 
conducted in Bahasa Indonesia and recorded in audio 
recordings. 

Then, a thematic analysis was borrowed to analyze 
the data since the method allows the researchers to 
interpret the data based on the in-depth examination. 
The analysis steps were understanding the data, 
creating initial codes, searching for themes throughout 
the data, reviewing all of the themes, defining and 
naming themes, and finally producing the reports [27] 
based on the theory of identity and heritage language. 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results of the observation and interviews are 
presented in two sub-sections: attitudes on the relation 
between Javanese use and ethnic identity marker and 
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attitudes on Javanese and its use in virtual 
communication.  

 

4.1. Attitudes on the Relation between 
Javanese Use and Ethnic Identity Marker 

Eleven of fifteen participants agreed that the 
Javanese language was immensely valued as an ethnic 
identity marker. It indicated that their self–
identification as Javanese ethnic group members was 
related to their ability to speak in the Javanese 
language. However, the other four participants argued 
that the Javanese language was not the indicator of 
being a part of the ethnic group. In other words, they 
proposed the idea that using other languages is still 
categorized as becoming the members of the ethnic 
group. Moreover, they claimed to belong to a Javanese 
ethnicity, but it did not always mean they spoke in the 
Javanese language. 

Besides, those eleven participants believed that 
using the Javanese language reflected their self–
belonging to their ethnic group. The sense reflects 
their high confidence when they use the Javanese 
language. They also said it was easier for them to 
communicate in Javanese. In addition, they could use 
many vocabularies not found in the national language, 
Bahasa Indonesia, or even other ethnic languages. 
These statements were in line with [28] stating that a 
heritage language indexes ethnic memberships and 
simplifies the sense of belonging.  

In addition, seven of the participants figured out 
that Javanese was identic with high values and norms. 
It could be figured out from the levels of Javanese 
language: ngoko, madya, and krama. Each level was 
used based on the age and status of the interlocutors. 
They need to use ngoko Javanese when to their mates 
or inferior coaches. Madya was used to the older 
coaches but still in the same level or status. 

On top of that, krama should be used when talking 
to their superiors or senior coaches. The different 
levels of Javanese here pointed out that its existence 
became very meaningful as it carries norms, values, 
and feeling to an ethnic group [3]. Additionally, the 
other four participants configured that there was 
nothing special about Javanese. All languages 
certainly have values as it bridges the users to convey 
their meanings in the communication.  

Furthermore, every participant did not always 
master the speech levels of the Javanese language. 
Five of the participants were very fluent in those three 
levels, four of them were fluent in ngoko and madya, 
and six were good in ngoko only. These different 
proficiencies on speech levels did not mean that they 
had a different level of ethnic identity. All of them 
were Javanese, able to speak in the Javanese language 
and express themselves as Javanese. Their 
proficiencies were different because they were getting 
used to exposure to certain levels of Javanese only. It 
was supported by [29] that younger generations tended 
to escape from speech levels as it needed grammatical 
modification and politeness, different vocabularies 
acquisition, and cultural modification.  

Talking about politeness, the East Java citizen 
chose the ngoko speech level, considered the lowest 
one. They approved it as the expression of intimacy, 
affection, and hospitality. The closer the relationship, 
the lower the speech level. This belief might reflect 
that Javanese from East Java was quite challenging 
and robust compared to the other parts of Java. In other 
words, choices of words mirrored the ethnic identity.  

In contrast, the words choices in different speech 
levels of Javanese reversed the action of politeness; for 
example, using the word eat could be expressed in 
three different situations with three different levels of 
politeness. Mangan is the ngoko speech level for eat 
was considered impolite when they used it to the older 
coaches or the head of the coaches. Three of Javanese 
coaches who could not recognize the differentiation 
use of mangan, nedho, and dhahar were known that 
they could not fully represent their identities as 
Javanese. As said by [11] a heritage language 
proficiency does not simply work for verbal 
communication purposes but also represents their 
ethnic identity. 

The participants disputed that the communication 
among coaches was more casual, so they were 
adjustable to use any speech level to any age’s 
coaches. In this case, these basketball coaches 
primarily work on the open field, so they were forced 
to be more flexible, open-minded, and fluid. Thus, the 
attitude to manage Javanese's use in such a way would 
resonate with their identities as Javanese and as 
basketball coaches.  
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However, their incapability was indicated that they 
did not do it on purpose. Most of them just did not 
know how and when to use it properly. It was found 
among the youngest area of age’s participants, from 25 
to 30 years old. It was also intended to acknowledge 
that the participants were faced with minimum contact 
and exposure of Javanese in their schools at their 
younger ages. In informal families' situations, they 
were disclosed to the Javanese use situation. They who 
lived in villages tended to communicate in Javanese 
compared to those in the cities. School also just put 
Javanese in a two-hour subject per week. Javanese was 
not placed at the heart of education [30], just like the 
global trend of English as an international language. 
Families and schools believed that their younger 
generations did not call for the need of Javanese as it 
was considered the additional subject in the 
curriculum. Their success was not based on their 
proficiency in Javanese as a heritage language. 

These two conditions were initiated since the 
colonial era, in which every citizen should have one 
nationality, one language, and one homeland, that was 
Indonesia. It put aside the varieties of ethnic languages 
and identities and built a strong base of a shared 
identity known as national identity [3].  

 

4.2. Attitudes on Javanese and Its Use in 
Virtual Communication 

Globalization established virtual communication 
for people worldwide, including the basketball 
coaches in East Java. The professional basketball 
coaches conducted their coordination, meetings, and 
discussion on the basketball rules of the game through 
virtual communication in a WhatsApp group. Virtual 
communication should be seen as writing, not spoken, 
combined with several visual means [21]. 

All participants argued that they inspired virtual 
communication by using Javanese to initiate almost all 
communication topics among the Javanese members. 
Thirteen participants stated that they shifted the 
language into Indonesian when other coaches from 
other ethnic groups, such as Madurese, Padangnese, 
Sundanese, Banjarese, Acehnese, Balinese, etc., 
joined the communication. Three of them were 
sometimes still used the very well-known terms in 
Javanese during the multi-ethnic group’s 

communication, such as nggih, piye, rek, etc. It was 
identified that these participants still recruited these 
Javanese terms to convey their messages in the virtual 
communication. They thought that Javanese would 
provide more underlining statements of being 
Javanese, and they argued that almost all coaches from 
different ethnic groups would understand these terms. 
These old words and phrases suggested an active 
contribution to maintenance efforts [21]. 

Moreover, when there was discussion in the group, 
fifteen participants were very active and responded to 
the discussion. Though the discussion was primarily 
conducted in Indonesian, five participants customarily 
commented and explained in mixed languages 
between Indonesian and Javanese. It could be found in 
“Nadya tadi uwelek banget blocking e.” Here, the 
participant still used Javanese words of uwelek banget 
instead of jelek sekali and e instead of nya. These 
mixed and shifted languages were done 
unconsciously. Still, the participants did not revise it 
into Indonesian as he believed all group members 
mutually understood these words. He also stated that 
adding the sound of Javanese pronunciation added the 
underlined statement that the blocking is that bad.  

All participants agreed to add emoticons, gifs, and 
stickers to their virtual communication. These features 
enabled them to replace or add their letter answers, for 

example, in the use of ⅗. Moreover, this emoticon is 

intended to give practical responses or pour their 
tangible expression. Choosing one of these features 
might also describe their identity as the message's 
sender, representing their ethnic group. In other words, 
the way they sent messages reflects their identities 
both as individuals and as social groups [11]. They like 
to be practical, fun and entertain the online situation.  

Moreover, all participants were convinced that 
they sent funny stickers or videos to the other group 
members. The humor or jokes made the 
communication warmer and eliminated the distances 
among the seniors and junior ones. These funny 
stickers were finally ended in sticker wars which were 
fun to do. Besides, the funny videos were replied to by 
short but funny comments. They usually used the reply 
feature on the replied comments to avoid confusion 
[31]. These direct actions reverted their direct and 
spontaneous identity as Javanese from the east part of 
Java and as basketball coaches.  
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These inevitable responses were related to their 
identities and who they were. The responses had more 
varieties at the collective identity level as Javanese [3]. 
Five participants seemed to be more committed to 
heritage culture maintenance than others. These five 
participants were regarded to have stronger ethnic 
identity carriers than others; for example, they were 
crushed to send some greetings, prayers, advice in 
Javanese. As they were phonologically and 
structurally beautiful, other group members from the 
different ethnic groups would like to know further 
about the meanings of the greetings.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study found that Javanese basketball coaches 
expressed positive attitudes toward the values of 
Javanese as an ethnic marker and were able to 
maintain the importance of transmitting it in virtual 
communication. These findings, therefore, suggested 
that though the Javanese coaches as adults did not use 
Javanese in each virtual communication, they still 
emulated their Javanese ethnic identity. However, it 
was identified that there was a disagreement between 
attitudes and practices in maintaining Javanese when 
they met the other coaches from different ethnic 
groups.  

It was, therefore, crucial to keep maintaining 
Javanese started from the possible way and the minor 
environment. Though it was a major ethnic group and 
ethnic language, Javanese urged to maintain their 
language though with minimum effort. Moreover, the 
future investigation looked forward to the younger 
generation in virtual communication. Therefore, any 
projected efforts would enhance the future of Javanese 
as a heritage language in this modern era.  
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