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Language Archive of Insular South East Asia and West New Guinea 
(LAISEANG)

• Vision: To ensure the preservation of unique records of languages 
and the cultures encapsulated by them.

• Mission: To compile and archive language resources in order to 
create an unrivaled collection of multimedia materials and written 
documents from over 50 languages in Insular South East Asia and 
West New Guinea.

• Digitization technology: 
• Converting older recordings into WAV files
• Scanning paper materials and converting them into PDF files
• Metadata descriptions of language resources
• Making the materials available online (with the exception of 

sensitive data)
• Storage in The Language Archive (TLA)



Composition of 
the Project Team

Dr. Paul Trilsbeek
Head Archive Management

Chris Haskett
Archivist, Digitization Specialist

Dr. Marian Klamer
Coordinator

Dr. Tom Hoogervorst
Post-Doctoral Researcher



Why digitize?

• Data is only useful if people can find and access it.

• Data about the data (metadata) –such as field notes, recordings, 
photographs and transcriptions– are equally important.

• The geographical region of insular South East Asia and New Guinea is 
well-known as an area of megadiversity. 

• Both researchers and members of the speech communities should be 
able to use this data to answer their questions (co-operative model), 
even if they do not themselves know the language, and even if the 
language dies.



An area of megadiversity



Examples of research questions:

• What is the structure of language X? 
• How do religious songs, historical narratives, etc. function in 

language X? 
• Which lexical evidence supports the relatedness of different 

languages?
• Which numeral systems are employed in group/language X? 
• What are the major intonation patterns in language X? 
• What kind of omens are certain species of birds said to hold in 

ethnolinguistic groups X? 
• What are the poetic devices and metaphors used in ritual language?
• How do/did we produce traditional material cultural items such as 

houses, woven cloth or baskets?
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The database



How does this relate to Indonesia, Malaysia and East Timor?

• General
• Technological advantages
• Demographic problems of small-scale communities

• Indonesia
• Decentralization
• Regional autonomies, identities and traditions
• Muatan lokal

• Malaysia
• Standard vs. substandard language
• Culture of politics on a micro-level

• East Timor
• The national / official language problem









Lessons from the past

• Recordings (WAV / Mpeg-4) are extremely useful data for linguists, 

anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, historians and other scholars.

• For others to benefit from recordings, metadata (What? Where? 

When? Who?) are essential.

• To access raw data and metadata, a consistent system of archiving 

them will greatly help future scholars in their search through 

cyberspace.



Open questions

• What is the future of the small language communities of Indonesia / 
Malaysia / East Timor?

• How can local communities benefit from language preservation 
techniques?

• What can researchers give back to the community from which they 
obtain their data?

• What can we learn from local notions on preservation?

• Should a language be documented when its speakers would prefer it 
to disappear?



Concluding remarks

• In this digital age, the possibilities to preserve local languages and 
traditions are better than they have ever been in the history of 
mankind.

• Increased internet accessibility can connect researchers and the 
communities with which they collaborate. Information can and 
should be made available online.

• Via The Language Archive (TLA) and other documentation initiatives, 
the distribution of data and information has the potential to be more 
efficient than ever before.

• New technical developments also come with new responsibilities for 
the researchers: to allow others to find and access their data.
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