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ABSTRACT
Tetun is an Austronesian language spoken by the majority of residents in Belu Regency, Malaka Regency, and several border areas of North Central Timor (TTU) and South Central Timor (TTS) in West Timor, Indonesia, as well as by the majority of the population of Timor-Leste. The language also serves as a lingua franca for non-Tetun speakers residing in Tetun-speaking areas. The urgency of this research lies in the absence of a systematic study documenting and comparing variations in Tetun possessive forms across communities. This study aims to: (1) describe possessive forms in Tetun across three dialect regions—Belu, Malaka, and Wehedan; (2) compare these forms with Tetun Dili (Timor-Leste); (3) identify grammatical possessive constructions applicable across all Tetun-speaking communities; and (4) explain the linguistic and extralinguistic factors influencing such variation. The research employs a qualitative descriptive approach with a distributional method for linguistic analysis. The main findings indicate that West Timorese Tetun exhibits a wider variety of possessive forms than Timorese Tetun, with the Belu dialect (Tetun Terik) serving as the morphological root from which other variants are derived through segmental deletion processes. The novelty of this research lies in the identification of the morphological derivation pattern PRONOUN + -kan as the base form, from which variants arise via two deletion processes: deletion of -ka (producing the -n variant) and deletion of -an (producing the -k variant). Despite significant variation in possessive forms, mutual intelligibility among Tetun speakers from different communities is maintained. The contribution of this study is to provide a grammatical description of Tetun possessives that can serve as a reference in the documentation, revitalization, and teaching of Tetun.
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INTRODUCTION
Tetun is an Austronesian language belonging to the Malayo-Polynesian branch that has historically been spoken across the island of Timor, both in West Timor (Indonesia) and Timor-Leste. In West Timor, particularly in Belu and Malaka Regencies, Tetun functions as the mother tongue for the majority of the population and simultaneously serves as a lingua franca between communities. Based on data from the Summer Institute of Linguistics (2011), the number of Tetun speakers in West Timor reaches approximately 400,000 people, while in Timor-Leste the language is spoken by more than one million people and has been designated as one of the country's official languages alongside Portuguese.
The term "Tetun" is derived from the word "tetu," which lexically refers to a traditional stage or arena where community elders gather to discuss social issues and make collective decisions. The word "tetu" also functions as a verb meaning "to discuss something until reaching a decision." In this regard, the Tetun language not only reflects a system of communication but also embodies the cultural values and traditional authority structures of the Tetun community (Fernandez, 1997). One of the most distinctive linguistic aspects of Tetun is its possessive system. Possessive forms in Tetun display significant variation depending on the region of use. For example, for the third-person singular pronoun, Belu Tetun speakers use niakan or nian, Malaka speakers use niak, Wehedan speakers (in the TTU region) use niakan or nian, while Timor-Leste speakers use nia. This variation phenomenon indicates an interesting dialectal differentiation that requires systematic linguistic investigation.
Possessive constructions are generally defined as grammatical relationships between two elements—the possessor and the possessed entity—realized through various morphological, syntactic, or lexical strategies (Heine, 1997; Aikhenvald & Dixon, 2013). From a typological perspective, languages exhibit diverse possessive strategies, ranging from pronominal clitics and affixation to analytical constructions with free possessive pronouns (Nichols & Bickel, 2013). Tetun, like other Austronesian languages in eastern Indonesia, employs a combination of clitics and free forms as its possessive strategy (Klara et al., 2021; Fernandez, 1997). Research on possessive variation in Tetun is still relatively limited. Previous linguistic studies have focused more on Tetun in Timor-Leste (Tetun Dili), while the variation found in West Timorese Tetun has not been comprehensively described.
This study therefore aims to: (1) describe possessive forms in Tetun across three dialect areas—Belu, Malaka, and Wehedan; (2) compare these possessive forms with Tetun Dili (Timor-Leste); (3) identify grammatical possessive constructions applicable across all Tetun-speaking communities; and (4) explain the linguistic and extralinguistic factors underlying such variation. The novelty of this research lies in three aspects. First, it is the first comparative study to systematically document and compare possessive variants of Tetun across four distinct communities: Belu, Malaka, Wehedan (TTU), and Dili (Timor-Leste). Second, it proposes a morphological derivation model identifying Belu Tetun possessive forms (PRONOUN + -kan) as the root form from which other variants are derived through segmental deletion. Third, it provides empirical evidence that significant variations in possessive forms do not hinder mutual intelligibility among Tetun speakers from different communities.
Possessive construction refers to the grammatical pattern expressing ownership or association between two nouns or pronouns in a clause (Heine, 1997; Stassen, 2009). From a typological perspective, this construction is distinguished into two main types: attributive possessives, which function to modify a head noun within a noun phrase, and predicative possessives, which appear in the predicate position of a clause (Stassen, 2009). Each language may employ one or both types through various morphosyntactic strategies (Siregar & Mulyadi, 2019).
In Austronesian languages, the most commonly found possessive strategy is the use of pronominal clitics attached to the possessed noun or the head of a noun phrase (Williams-van Klinken et al., 2002). These possessive clitics typically indicate person (first, second, or third) and number (singular or plural). Saragih et al. (2020) note that in the Simalungun language, possessive constructions consist of two core elements: the possessor and the possessee, each of which may be realized by a pronoun or noun phrase. This pattern is also found in other Austronesian languages in eastern Indonesia (Fernandez, 1997; Teguh, 2023).
Possessive clitics in Eastern Austronesian languages function not only as markers of ownership but also as markers of subject and object reference within clauses (Klara et al., 2021). In the Manggarai language, for instance, pronominal clitics play a crucial role in marking possession without the use of separate lexical affixation (Klara et al., 2021). Similar patterns are also found in the Dawan language and other languages of West Timor belonging to the Timor-Babar language group (Grimes et al., 1997; Lia et al., 2018).
Language variation is an inherent phenomenon in every living language used by its community. Variation can occur at the phonological, morphological, syntactic, lexical, and pragmatic levels (Chambers & Trudgill, 2004; Trudgill, 2011). In the context of dialectology, regional or geographic variation is often a product of geographic isolation, language contact, or historical divergence between speaker groups (Trudgill, 2011; Putri & Subiyanto, 2023). Language contact is one of the primary factors driving language variation and change. In situations of intense contact, speakers tend to adopt linguistic elements from other languages, including grammatical forms such as possessives (Thomason, 2001). In the Timor region, a complex language contact situation has persisted for centuries, involving both Austronesian and non-Austronesian languages as well as colonial languages (Portuguese and Dutch) (Fernandez, 1997; Hull, 2004). Code-switching and code-mixing are communicative strategies commonly found in multilingual societies (Suwignyo, 2024; Nurhuda et al., 2025). In Tetun-speaking communities in contact with Indonesian and Portuguese-speaking communities, these phenomena characterize everyday discourse.
Tetun belongs to the Central Austronesian language family, within the Timor-Babar subgroup as classified by Grimes et al. (1997). Typologically, Tetun is a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) language with significant variation between its dialects (Hull, 2001; Williams-van Klinken et al., 2002). Its pronominal system includes singular and plural personal pronouns with an inclusive-exclusive distinction in first-person plural pronouns—a feature characteristic of many Austronesian languages. Early research on Tetun possessives was conducted by Fernandez (1997), who compared Tetun possessive constructions with those of Lamaholot and Mai Brat as part of a typological study of languages in eastern Indonesia. He identified that Tetun employs an enclitic possessive strategy, in which the possessive marker is attached to the end of personal pronouns. Further, Setiawan (2016) noted that pronominal possessives can occupy both pre-nominal and post-nominal positions depending on syntactic and pragmatic context. This dual distribution pattern is paralleled in Tetun, where possessives may appear either before or after the head noun. Siregar and Mulyadi (2019) further emphasized that possessive constructions not only reflect physical ownership relationships but also carry more complex and contextually nuanced semantic meanings. Salamun (2019) demonstrated that such variation in possessive constructions across dialects is strongly influenced by geographic factors and language contact—a finding directly relevant to the present study.
MATERIALS AND METHOD
This study employs a qualitative descriptive approach, aimed at producing a systematic and accurate description of the linguistic phenomenon under investigation based on empirical data collected directly from the field (Moleong, 2021). The research design is descriptive-comparative: it describes possessive forms in each Tetun dialect and then systematically compares these patterns. Primary data were obtained through two main techniques: (1) participatory observation of Tetun language use in everyday interactions in Tetun-speaking communities in Belu, Malaka, Wehedan (TTU), and Dili (Timor-Leste); and (2) in-depth interviews with native speakers selected purposively based on regional representation and age group. The total number of informants was 24 people, comprising six individuals per study area.
The data analysis technique employed is the distributional method, which analyzes linguistic forms based on their grammatical behavior and syntagmatic distribution in sentences (Sudaryanto, 1993). This method enables the systematic identification of the distributional environment of possessives, both in pre-nominal (preceding the noun) and post-nominal (following the noun) positions. Data validation was conducted through source triangulation—comparing data from different informants within the same community—and method triangulation—comparing observation results with interview results.
Classification and analysis of possessive forms were based on three primary linguistic parameters: (1) form—the phonological and morphological realization of the possessive marker; (2) distribution—the syntactic position of the possessive marker in nominal constructions; and (3) function—the semantic and grammatical role of the possessive marker in sentences. The patterns identified were then formulated as grammatical rules applicable across all dialects examined.
RESULTS
As a comparative reference, Table 1 presents the English possessive pronoun system, which also distinguishes between attributive and predicative possessives.
Table 1. Possessive Pronouns in English (Comparative Reference)
	No.
	Pronoun
	Possessive 1 (Attributive)
	Possessive 2 (Predicative)

	1
	I
	my
	mine

	2
	You
	your
	yours

	3
	He
	his
	his

	4
	She
	her
	hers

	5
	It
	its
	its

	6
	We
	our
	ours

	7
	They
	their
	theirs


Field data reveal that Tetun has a pronominal possessive paradigm that varies systematically across regions. The possessive pronoun for hau (I, first person singular) takes the form haukan or haun for Belu and Wehedan speakers, hauk for Malaka speakers, and hau nia for Timor-Leste speakers. The full cross-dialectal distribution of possessive forms is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Pronominal Possessive Paradigm in Tetun across Dialects
	No.
	Pronoun
	Belu
	Malaka
	Wehedan
	Dili (TL)

	1
	Hau (I)
	haukan / haun
	hauk
	haukan / haun
	hau nia

	2
	O (You, sg.)
	okan / on
	ok
	okan / on
	o nia

	3
	Nia (She/He)
	niakan / nian
	niak
	niakan / nian
	nia

	4
	Ami (We, excl.)
	amikan / amin
	amik
	amikan / amin
	ami nia

	5
	Ita (We, incl.)
	itakan / itan
	itak
	itakan / itan
	ita nia

	6
	Emi (You, pl.)
	emikan / emin
	emik
	emikan / emin
	imi nia

	7
	Sia/Sira (They)
	siakan / sian
	siak
	siakan / sian
	sira nia


Based on the data in Table 2, Belu and Wehedan dialects share virtually identical possessive forms, with two variants for each pronoun: a long form (with the suffix -kan) and a short form (with the suffix -n). The Malaka dialect shows a distinct form with the suffix -k. Tetun Dili, meanwhile, uses an analytic construction—pronoun + nia—without morphological fusion. This pattern is consistent with Salamun's (2019) finding that variation in possessive constructions across dialects is strongly influenced by geographic factors and language contact.
In addition to pronominal possessives, Tetun also employs possessive constructions used with noun phrases (rather than pronouns) as the possessor. In such constructions, the third-person possessive marker—referring to a singular or plural owner—is attached to the noun phrase designating the possessor. Table 3 illustrates this pattern.
Table 3. Possessives in Nominal Possessor Constructions
	No.
	Construction Type
	Belu/Wehedan
	Malaka
	Dili (TL)

	1
	Noun + Poss. (singular owner)
	Buku Mary niakan/nian
	Buku Mary niak
	Livru Mary nia

	2
	Noun + of + Noun
	Buku nee Mary niakan/nian
	Buku nee Mary niak
	Livru ne Mary nia

	3
	Plural owner
	Buku nee Mary no John siakan/sian
	Buku nee Mary no John siak
	Livru nee Mary no John sira nia


Table 3 demonstrates that Tetun possessive constructions are consistent between pronominal possessives (Table 2) and nominal possessives. Whether the possessor is a proper name, a common noun, or a group of nouns, the possessive marker adapts to the grammatical category (singular or plural) of the possessor, reflecting syntactic regularities consistent with other Austronesian languages (Fernandez, 1997; Williams-van Klinken et al., 2002). Data show that possessives in Tetun can occupy two distinct syntactic positions: post-nominal (following the possessed noun phrase) and pre-nominal (preceding the possessed noun phrase). Both positions are attested across all dialects examined, though with differing distributional preferences.
Table 4. Syntactic Positions of Possessives in Sentences
	No.
	Position
	Example (Belu/Wehedan)
	Example (Dili/TL)

	1
	Post-nominal (Noun + Possessive)
	Karau nee siakan/sian/siak (This buffalo is theirs)
	Karau nee sira nia

	2
	Pre-nominal (Possessive + Noun)
	Siakan/sian/siak karau nee (Theirs, this buffalo)
	Sira nia karau nee

	3
	Post-nominal + Owner Noun
	Uma Maria niakan/nian/niak (House belonging to Maria)
	Uma Maria nia

	4
	Plural Owner + Possessive
	Uma Mary no John siakan/sian (House belonging to Mary and John)
	Uma Mary no John sira nia


Table 4 yields several findings. First, possessives can occupy a post-nominal position (after the possessed noun phrase). Second, possessives can equally occupy a pre-nominal position (before the noun). Third, in Timor-Leste Tetun, the third-person singular and plural possessive forms are not formally distinguished; nia is used for both, while sira nia specifies a plural possessor. Fourth, when the possessor is a proper name or a group of proper names, the possessive marker adapts to the grammatical category of the possessor. Setiawan (2016) notes that this dual distributional pattern—pre-nominal and post-nominal—is a characteristic that Tetun shares with Indonesian and several other Austronesian languages. To test the degree of mutual intelligibility across speakers from different dialects, the researchers conducted cross-examination sessions among informants from the four study areas. Results indicate that speakers from each dialect were able to comprehend questions and provide relevant responses despite employing possessive forms from their own dialect.
Table 5. Inter-Dialect Mutual Intelligibility Data in Tetun-Speaking Communities
	No.
	Question (Source Dialect)
	Responses from Other Dialects
	Notes

	1
	Kareta nee se nia? (Dili/TL)
	WT Belu/Wehedan: Kareta nee siakan/sian; WT Malaka: Kareta nee siak
	All responses judged correct in form and meaning by all dialect informants.

	2
	Uma nee emik? (WT Malaka)
	Dili: Lae, uma nee sira nia; Wehedan: Lae, uma nee amin/amen; Belu: Lae, uma nee siakan/sian
	Form variation did not hinder mutual comprehension.

	3
	Hau mai kosi Lahurus. Desa haukan naran sa? (WT Belu)
	Wehedan: Haukan/haun desa naran Lokomea; Malaka: Hauk kampung e Biudukfoho; Dili: Hau nia desa Ainaro naran
	All answers judged accurate by informants from other communities.

	4
	Haun HP mak nee. HP nee mak sa? (WT Wehedan)
	Dili: Hau nia mak ida nee; Malaka: Ok mak nee, hauk a nee ba; Belu: Haukan/haun falun abu abu nee
	No communication barrier reported by informants.


The data in Table 5 confirm that variation in possessive forms does not prevent speakers from other communities from understanding and responding appropriately. This demonstrates that mutual intelligibility is maintained among Tetun speakers across different dialect communities—a finding consistent with Chambers and Trudgill's (2004) principle that dialects sharing a common historical origin and situated in a geographic continuum tend to preserve high degrees of mutual comprehension despite surface-level variation.
DISCUSSION
Based on distributional analysis, this study identifies five grammatical rules governing possessive constructions in Tetun. These rules are formulated using the following notation: POS = possessive, NOM = noun, PRO = pronoun.
Rule 1: POS + NOM (Pre-nominal possessive)
Example: haukan uma (Belu); hau nia uma (TL); Mary niakan/nian/niak uma (WT); Mary nia/sira nia uma (TL)
Rule 2: NOM + POS (Post-nominal possessive)
Example: uma haukan (Belu); uma haun (Belu); uma hauk (Malaka)
Rule 3: NOM₁ + NOM₂ + POS.3 — universal across all dialects
Example: Uma Maria niakan/nian (WT) / Uma Maria nia (TL) — POS.3 = third-person singular possessive
Rule 4: NOM + PRO.3 + POS (Third-person possessive in predicative clauses)
Example: Uma hau nia (TL)
Rule 5: NOM₁ + NOM₂ + PRO.pl + POS (Plural possessive with pronoun sira)
Example: Uma Maria sira nia (TL)
Among these five rules, Rule 3 (NOM + NOM + POS.3) is the most universal and applies across all Tetun-speaking communities regardless of dialect. In this construction, the possessor noun—whether a proper name or common noun—is treated as a third-person reference, so the possessive marker employed is the third-person singular or plural form according to the number of the possessor. This rule reflects a grammatical strategy consistent across all dialects and may be considered the core of the Tetun possessive system.
Morphological analysis indicates that the most productive and frequent possessive form in Belu Tetun is pronoun + suffix -kan (haukan, okan, niakan, amikan, itakan, emikan, siakan). Based on its distributional frequency—accounting for approximately 70% of the oral corpus collected—the form PRONOUN + -kan can be established as the base form of possessives in the Belu dialect, which serves as the reference dialect (Fernandez, 1997).
From this base form, two morphological derivation processes can be identified. First, deletion of suffix -an: haukan → hauk; amikan → amik; itakan → itak. This process produces the dominant forms used in Malaka, which shares a direct geographic border with Timor-Leste and experiences high-intensity language contact with the Dili dialect. Second, deletion of segment -ka: haukan → haun; amikan → amin; itakan → itan. This process produces alternative forms used in Belu and Wehedan in free variation with the -kan form (Klara et al., 2021).
Table 6. Root Forms and Morphological Variants of Tetun Possessives
	No.
	Pronoun
	Base Form (Root)
	Morphological Variants

	1
	Hau (I)
	haukan
	haun (deletion of -ka) / hauk (deletion of -an) / hau nia (TL)

	2
	O (You, sg.)
	okan
	on (deletion of -ka) / ok (deletion of -an) / o nia (TL)

	3
	Nia (She/He)
	niakan
	nian (deletion of -ka) / niak (deletion of -an) / nia (TL)

	4
	Ami (We, excl.)
	amikan
	amin (deletion of -ka) / amik (deletion of -an) / ami nia (TL)

	5
	Ita (We, incl.)
	itakan
	itan (deletion of -ka) / itak (deletion of -an) / ita nia (TL)

	6
	Emi (You, pl.)
	emikan
	emin (deletion of -ka) / emik (deletion of -an) / imi nia (TL)

	7
	Sia/Sira (They)
	siakan
	sian (deletion of -ka) / siak (deletion of -an) / sira nia (TL)


Variation in possessive forms across Tetun dialects can be explained through three interrelated factors: geographic, historical, and language contact (Chambers & Trudgill, 2004; Thomason, 2001). Geographically, Tetun speakers in Belu and Wehedan form neighboring communities with high daily interaction intensity, generating strong linguistic convergence and reinforcing the use of identical possessive forms. By contrast, Malaka—which directly borders Timor-Leste—has undergone convergence toward Dili dialect forms, reflected in the use of the -k suffix as a result of -an deletion from the Belu form (Salamun, 2019).
Historically, the separation between Tetun communities in West Timor and Timor-Leste has persisted for several centuries, accelerated by colonial administrative divisions between Dutch territory (West Timor) and Portuguese territory (Timor-Leste). Hull (2004) notes that intensive contact between Tetun Dili and Portuguese over more than four centuries produced partial relexification and structural changes in Tetun Dili, reflected in the development of the analytic possessive construction (PRO + nia) to replace the enclitic -kan forms preserved in Tetun Terik (Belu).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Language contact is also a significant factor. Tetun in Timor-Leste is in intensive contact with dozens of regional languages (Bunaq, Kemak, Makasae, Fataluku, etc.) as well as Portuguese and Indonesian, which has driven simplification of possessive morphology toward analytically more transparent constructions (Klara et al., 2021; Suwignyo, 2024). In contrast, Belu Tetun—relatively sheltered from massive contact with other languages—has tended to retain more complex morphological forms, consistent with its character as a more conservative dialect. This finding aligns with Nurhuda et al. (2025) who observed similar contact-driven simplification processes in regional language varieties of East Nusa Tenggara.
The findings of this study carry significant theoretical implications for the study of language variation and dialectology. Despite systematic and substantial morphological variation in possessives, speakers from all four Tetun dialects studied were able to communicate effectively without meaningful comprehension barriers. This phenomenon demonstrates that the degree of inter-dialectal intelligibility in Tetun is high, which can be explained through two mechanisms: (1) semantic transparency—all possessive variants derive from the same base form (haukan), so the relationship among variants remains intuitively recognizable to speakers; and (2) multilectal receptive competence—Tetun speakers residing in dialect boundary zones have developed the ability to understand possessive variants from neighboring dialects through ongoing linguistic exposure (Trudgill, 2011).
This high degree of intelligibility is consistent with the principles of dialect variation typology proposed by Chambers and Trudgill (2004), who argue that dialects sharing a common historical origin and situated within a continuous geographic continuum tend to maintain high degrees of mutual intelligibility despite surface-level variation. In this context, the diversity of Tetun possessive forms is a reflection of the vitality of a living language that continues to evolve within the social interaction of its communities (Talok et al., 2024).
CONCLUSION
This study has described and analyzed the possessive system in Tetun across four dialect regions: Belu, Malaka, Wehedan, and Dili (Timor-Leste). Four main conclusions are drawn. First, Tetun has a rich pronominal possessive system with systematically patterned cross-dialectal variants. The Belu dialect is identified as the reference dialect (Tetun Terik) because it preserves possessive forms considered the morphological root by speaker communities across all study areas. The Malaka and Wehedan dialects represent variants derived from Belu through phonological deletion processes, while Tetun Dili represents a variant that has converged toward analytic constructions due to prolonged contact with Portuguese and the regional languages of Timor-Leste.
Second, from a morphological perspective, the base form of Tetun possessives is PRONOUN + -kan (e.g., haukan), from which two variants are derived through two deletion processes: deletion of -ka produces the -n variant (haun), and deletion of -an produces the -k variant (hauk). These three variants are geographically distributed, with Belu-Wehedan using -kan and -n, Malaka using -k, and Dili using the analytic construction PRO + nia.
Third, syntactic analysis identifies five grammatical rules for possessive constructions in Tetun. Among these, Rule 3 (NOM + NOM + POS.3) is the most universal and applies across all Tetun-speaking communities regardless of dialect. This rule may be regarded as the core of the Tetun possessive system. Fourth, despite significant morphological variation, the degree of mutual intelligibility among speakers from different dialects remains high. This demonstrates that the diversity of Tetun possessive forms does not hinder inter-community communication; rather, it reflects the historical depth and vitality of Tetun as a living language within its social and geographic dynamics.
This study opens avenues for further research, particularly regarding dialect accommodation processes in border areas, variation in possessives across different noun types (alienable vs. inalienable nouns), and systematic documentation of under-researched Tetun dialects in the TTU and TTS regions.
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