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Abstract 
Recognized globally as an intangible cultural heritage, the pantun remains a vital 

instrument for sustaining social harmony, collective memory, and cultural identity across 

the Indonesian archipelago. Yet, conventional literary criticism frequently reduces this 

vibrant oral tradition to its rigid formalistic structures, specifically its alternating rhyme 

schemes and strict syllable counts. This reductionism ultimately overlooks the dynamic 

socio-cognitive functions of the genre within contemporary discourse. This study directly 

challenges these formalist limitations. By deploying a hybrid framework of stylistics and 

cultural poetics, we investigate how distinct linguistic styles and thematic variations 

operate as active mechanisms for identity negotiation. Operating within a qualitative, 

descriptive-interpretative paradigm, we subjected sixty purposively sampled pantun 

stanzas from verified archival anthologies to a close, granular textual analysis. The 

empirical findings demonstrate that the pantun functions as a highly contested site of 

ideological negotiation, systemic social critique, and behavioral modification. 

Structurally, the deliberate semantic tension between the natural imagery of the sampiran 

(preparatory couplet) and the didactic weight of the isi (core message) establishes an 

associative cognitive bridge. This mechanism facilitates non-confrontational 

communication and the seamless transmission of communal ethics. Ultimately, this study 

offers a fresh trajectory for understanding how rigid poetic constraints adapt to modern 

communicative imperatives, providing a scalable framework to integrate traditional 

orality into contemporary applied linguistics and literary pedagogy. 

Keywords: Pantun, Stylistics, Cultural Identity, Oral Tradition, Applied Linguistics 

Introduction 

The preservation, adaptation, and structural evolution of traditional oral poetry within rapidly 

modernizing socio-cultural landscapes remain highly significant areas of inquiry within 

contemporary ethnolinguistics, cultural poetics, and applied linguistics. Across the diverse 

linguistic and cultural ecosystems of Southeast Asia, few verbal art forms possess the historical 

longevity and deep communal resonance of the pantun. This traditional Malay poetic genre has 

flourished for centuries across the Indonesian archipelago and the broader maritime region, 

serving as an essential vehicle for the transmission of social values, collective memories, and 

cultural identities (Ding, 2018; Hasanuddin, 2020). Etymologically derived from the 

Minangkabau word patuntun, which translates conceptually to a "guide," "advisor," or "director," 

the pantun historically functioned as a discursive and moral compass within local communities 

(Suryadi, 2021). It was utilized to regulate communal ethics, reinforce customary law (adat), and 
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articulate complex philosophical paradigms through a highly sophisticated system of structured 

wordplay. Although the genre originated within an oral matrix where performance and 

spontaneous verbal dueling were central to social interaction, its subsequent transition into 

written manuscript traditions and contemporary digital spaces underscores its remarkable 

resilience and capacity for cultural adaptation (Derin et al., 2020; Zainal, 2022). 

To fully grasp the mechanics of this poetic form, it is necessary to establish precise 

operational definitions of the terminology central to this study. Within the framework of 

traditional Indonesian poetics, a pantun is formally defined as a fixed poetic stanza that relies on 

specific prosodic boundaries to generate aesthetic and semantic harmony. The foundational 

element of this structure is the sampiran, translated into English as the preparatory couplet or 

foreshadowing verse, which constitutes the first two lines of a standard quatrain. The sampiran 

primarily deploys natural, agricultural, or environmental imagery to establish the phonological 

template for the stanza. The second essential component is the isi, which refers to the core 

message or semantic core contained within the final two lines of the stanza. The isi delivers the 

explicit pragmatic message, advice, or philosophical argument of the poem (Ahmadi & Juwati, 

2019). Together, these components form a stanza or bait, which acts as the complete, self-

contained textual unit of poetic analysis. 

From a structuralist perspective, the classical pantun is characterized by a strict, highly 

constrained prosodic matrix that demands a high degree of cognitive and linguistic precision from 

its creator. Typically arranged as a quatrain, a standard pantun stanza consists of four lines 

governed by an alternating a-b-a-b end-rhyme scheme. Each individual line conforms to an 

optimal structural boundary of eight to twelve syllables, maintaining a balanced rhythmic 

cadence that facilitates both memorization and oral recitation (Hasanuddin, 2020). The macro-

structure of the stanza is explicitly bifurcated into two distinct, equal parts: the first two lines 

constitute the sampiran, while the final two lines comprise the isi. The sampiran frequently draws 

upon vivid imagery from the natural world or immediate rural environments, reflecting the 

agrarian and maritime realities of the communities that developed the form. Conversely, the isi 

delivers the primary pragmatic intent of the verse, which can range from philosophical advice and 

religious instruction to witty social critique and romantic expression. This structural tension 

between an ostensibly disconnected natural preamble and an explicitly didactic conclusion 

represents a complex aesthetic device designed to engage listeners, prepare their cognitive 

expectations, and deliver messages in an oblique, non-confrontational manner (Rani et al., 2021). 

The historical trajectory of the pantun is inextricably linked to the socio-cultural evolution 

of the Malay language and the broader linguistic landscape of the Indonesian archipelago. Long 

before the institutionalization of written literacy, communities across the region relied on oral 

literature to preserve historical data, codify legal structures, and transmit ethical philosophy. 

Within this oral context, the pantun emerged as a premier verbal art form, celebrated for its 

structural economy and communicative efficacy. Early scholarship by Alisjahbana (1961) 

underscores the foundational role of the genre in structuring communal life, demonstrating that 

the regular repetition of specific rhythmic and rhyming formulas served an essential cognitive 

purpose, making complex cultural values easily memorable and accessible to all strata of society; 

contemporary reconstructions further confirm that these structural constraints act as persistent 

mnemonic and cognitive anchors across generations (Saddhono et al., 2019). 

As the genre transitioned from purely oral performance into written forms around the 

seventeenth century, its structural conventions became more formalized without losing their 

intrinsic oral dynamics. Scholars like Teeuw (1984) and Aveling (1985) have noted that the 

survival of the pantun through major historical transitions, including Islamization, colonization, 

and modern nationalism, is due to its unique structural elasticity. In the modern era, this 

elasticity manifests heavily in virtual communicative ecosystems, verifying that the physical form 

remains strictly bound to the quatrain structure while the internal thematic content remains 

highly responsive to contemporary social realities (Zainal, 2022; Zulhafizh et al., 2020). 

Consequently, the pantun is not a static relic of an ancient agrarian past, but a living literary 

tradition that continues to develop across various dialects and geographic regions. 

Within the domain of modern linguistics, stylistics provides a powerful framework for 

decoding the deeper ideological and cultural meanings embedded within literary texts. Applying 
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a stylistic approach to oral literature requires moving beyond a simple identification of rhetorical 

devices to analyze how specific linguistic choices reflect broader social structures and cultural 

identities. In his foundational analysis of oral systems, Koentjaraningrat (2009) argues that the 

linguistic choices within traditional expressions are never arbitrary; instead, they are shaped by 

the ideological constraints, traditions, and values of the host culture. Recent stylistic frameworks 

validate this position, showing how traditional tropes directly map internal identity negotiation 

onto contemporary texts (Putra & Sukmawan, 2021). 

Within pantun scholarship, a detailed stylistic critique allows researchers to investigate the 

relationship between phonological harmony and semantic intent. The mandatory a-b-a-b end-

rhyme scheme and strict syllable limits are more than mere decorations. They create an 

expectations-based acoustic environment where the sonic resolution of the final lines reinforces 

the moral or philosophical resolution of the underlying message (Hasanuddin, 2020). 

Furthermore, contemporary research in cognitive stylistics suggests that the structural division 

between the sampiran and the isi functions as an associative cognitive mapping process. The 

natural imagery presented in the opening lines prepares the human mind to receive and process 

the social or ethical truths delivered in the conclusion, establishing a harmonious connection 

between the physical environment and human behavior (Rani et al., 2021; Saddhono et al., 2019). 

The relationship between oral traditions and the construction of cultural identity is a central 

theme in modern ethnolinguistics and sociology. Cultural identity is not a static set of inherited 

traits; rather, it is a dynamic process of self-understanding and group alignment that is 

continuously shaped, negotiated, and maintained through language, tradition, and shared values. 

For communities within the Indonesian archipelago, oral traditions like the pantun have long 

served as primary spaces for performing and maintaining this identity. As Ibrahim (2010) 

observes, the pantun functions as a shared cultural reservoir, allowing individuals to express a 

unique collective worldview while adapting to changing social dynamics. This continuous 

negotiation remains evident today, especially as UNESCO's recognition of pantun as Intangible 

Cultural Heritage has sparked a globalized revitalisation of local agency (Ding, 2018; Suryadi, 

2021). 

Historically, certain Eurocentric perspectives on literacy underestimated the complexity of 

oral cultures, often associating a lack of formal writing with limited intellectual development. 

However, modern linguistic and anthropological frameworks have completely rejected this 

assumption. Contemporary scholars demonstrate that oral composition and spontaneous verbal 

performance represent advanced forms of cognitive agility, requiring extensive vocabulary 

control, rapid associative thinking, and a deep mastery of social etiquette (Derin et al., 2020; Rani 

et al., 2021). In contexts where indirect communication is highly valued, the ability to deliver 

accurate social commentary, political satire, or ethical guidance through the polite and highly 

structured medium of the pantun is recognized as a sign of high intellectual and social 

competence. Thus, the pantun continues to be an essential instrument for preserving cultural 

continuity, reinforcing social cohesion, and asserting local identity in an increasingly globalized 

world. 

Despite the historical significance and continuing social relevance of this poetic form, a 

critical evaluation of existing scholarship reveals a persistent and limiting trend in how the 

pantun is analyzed. For decades, conventional literary criticism within the regional paradigm has 

remained predominantly descriptive, institutional, and archival. A substantial portion of the 

literature focuses almost exclusively on reinforcing basic dictionary definitions, categorizing fixed 

structural typologies, and documenting rigid formalistic properties such as syllable counts and 

rhyme mechanics. This descriptive approach treats the pantun as a static historical artifact, an 

emblem of a bygone agrarian era, rather than an active, evolving site of linguistic and ideological 

negotiation. By reducing the genre to its physical constraints, previous research has largely failed 

to examine the dynamic relationship between the formal stylistic choices of the pantun and the 

ongoing construction of contemporary cultural identity (Ahmadi & Juwati, 2019; Putra & 

Sukmawan, 2021). 

This evident gap in the literature highlights the need for a more rigorous, theoretically 

grounded approach that moves beyond superficial formal descriptions to explore the cognitive 

and cultural poetics of the pantun. While the structural parameters of the quatrain are well-
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documented, the exact linguistic and stylistic mechanisms through which these traditional 

structures adapt to represent and negotiate cultural identity across different historical and 

modern periods remain insufficiently understood. There is a lack of systematic, empirical analysis 

regarding how the semantic and phonological choices within the sampiran establish a cognitive 

bridge to the ideological arguments presented in the isi. By failing to connect stylistic analysis 

with broader sociological and cultural theories, existing studies leave a critical question 

unanswered: how does a highly rigid, traditional poetic structure continue to function as a flexible 

medium for modern identity maintenance, social mediation, and linguistic preservation in a 

globalized world? 

To address this significant research gap, this study examines the pantun through the 

theoretical lenses of stylistics and cultural poetics. Rather than reiterating basic structural rules, 

this research investigates how specific linguistic styles, metaphorical frameworks, and thematic 

variations serve as active discursive instruments for the assertion and negotiation of cultural 

identity. Utilizing a qualitative methodology combined with a systematic stylistic approach, this 

article analyzes selected traditional, regional, and contemporary pantun verses gathered through 

a purposive sampling technique. 

The primary objective of this investigation is guided by two central research questions. First, 

how do the aesthetic, lexical, and structural variations across different thematic genres of pantun, 

including customary (adat), religious, moral (budi), and witty verses, reflect the changing socio-

political landscapes and cultural identity structures of Indonesian communities? Second, in what 

ways do the rhetorical and cognitive mechanisms within the sampiran-isi relationship function 

as a stylistic device to facilitate social mediation, conflict resolution, and the preservation of 

vernacular knowledge? 

To answer these questions, the research design relies on a descriptive-interpretative 

qualitative framework. The data corpus comprises a carefully selected sample of pantun texts 

obtained through purposive sampling from verified traditional anthologies, regional literary 

journals, and documented oral history records. The selection criteria target verses that explicitly 

articulate core cultural themes, specifically focusing on social customs, religious philosophies, 

moral codes, and vernacular humor. The analytical procedure follows a two-tier stylistic 

methodology. The first stage involves structural and phonological coding, mapping the syllable 

distributions, end-rhyme configurations, and lexical choices within the sampiran and isi. The 

second stage applies interpretive discourse analysis to unpack the underlying semantic values, 

tracing how the stylistic tension between the natural imagery of the cover and the didactic intent 

of the body constructs or reinforces the cultural identity of the speaking community. 

By achieving these objectives, this study offers several distinct contributions to the fields of 

applied linguistics, literary theory, and cultural studies. Theoretical significance is achieved by 

shifting the academic discourse surrounding Indonesian oral literature away from localized 

description and toward global theoretical integration. This paper provides a scalable analytical 

framework that demonstrates how fixed, traditional oral forms utilize structural constraints not 

as limitations, but as cognitive tools to navigate modern communicative demands. Practically, the 

insights generated from this stylistic critique offer valuable strategies for educators and 

curriculum designers seeking to integrate traditional orality into modern language pedagogy and 

literary appreciation programs, thereby ensuring that intangible cultural heritage remains 

vibrant and relevant for future generations. 

To provide a clear roadmap for this report, the remainder of the study is organized into four 

distinct sections. Following this introductory chapter, Section 2 establishes the Comprehensive 

Theoretical Framework, anchoring the study in contemporary stylistic theory, cognitive metaphor 

paradigms, and cultural identity models. Section 3 outlines the Research Methodology, providing 

an explicit account of the purposive sampling parameters, data corpus compilation, and 

descriptive-interpretative analytical steps. Section 4 presents the Empirical Results and 

Discussion, offering a thorough linguistic and thematic deconstruction of the sampled pantun 

verses alongside an integration with global literature. Finally, Section 5 concludes the report with 

a synthesis of the key findings, an acknowledgment of research limitations, and specific 

recommendations for future investigations in applied linguistics. 
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Methods 
To investigate the stylistic mechanisms and cognitive poetics through which the pantun 

constructs and negotiates contemporary cultural identity, this study employs a qualitative 

research design rooted in descriptive-interpretative textual analysis. Qualitative inquiry is 

uniquely suited for this investigation. It permits an in-depth examination of the nuanced 

linguistic, semantic, and socio-cultural dimensions characteristic of verbal art forms, which 

frequently elude quantitative metrics. Rather than treating literary texts as static artifacts, this 

design conceptualizes oral literature as a dynamic site of discursive negotiation. Within this space, 

strategic choices in phrasing, rhyme, and structure directly reflect and refract broader social 

realities. 

The descriptive-interpretative framework provides the necessary analytical leverage to 

untangle the complex relationship between the formal properties of language and their 

underlying cultural affordances. By adopting this approach, the study moves beyond superficial 

classifications of syllable counts or rhyme schemes. Instead, it systematically interrogates how 

the formal constraints of the quatrain operate as active rhetorical devices. This methodical 

approach ensures that the textual analysis remains rigorous, transparent, and aligned with the 

overarching objective of elevating localized oral traditions to global theoretical relevance within 

applied linguistics. 

The data for this study consist of secondary textual records compiled from verified archival 

anthologies and documented regional oral literature collections. Because the pantun represents 

an intangible cultural heritage bridging historical orality and modern literacy, selecting high-

quality textual repositories is critical to safeguarding the authenticity and historical integrity of 

the corpus. The primary dataset is drawn from seminal regional anthologies, most notably Puisi 

Lama compiled by Alisjahbana (1961), alongside regional literary registries documenting the 

cultural expressions of the Western and Central Indonesian archipelago. 

The final compiled dataset comprises sixty selected pantun stanzas, systematically 

categorized into four distinct thematic genres to guarantee a balanced and representative 

analysis. These categories include: Customary pantun (adat), which encode local jurisprudence, 

societal ethics, and ancestral governance. Religious pantun, which articulate spiritual 

philosophies and moral frameworks. Moral pantun (budi), which detail interpersonal etiquette, 

social respect, and communal obligations. Witty pantun, which deploy vernacular humor, irony, 

and satire for social commentary. 

Strict inclusion criteria were applied to the selection process. Each stanza had to possess a 

complete, undamaged quatrain structure with an identifiable sampiran and isi, utilize standard 

or verified regional Malay dialects, and contain explicit references to socio-cultural values or 

environmental imagery. Conversely, fragmented stanzas or modern pastiches lacking clear 

linguistic links to traditional Indonesian oral heritages were excluded from the dataset. 

In qualitative textual analysis, the researcher serves as the primary instrument for data 

generation, curation, and interpretation. To mitigate subjective bias and ensure analytical 

consistency, the analytical process was operationalized through a structured, theoretically 

grounded coding matrix designed specifically for this investigation. This matrix was developed by 

synthesizing the core tenets of structural stylistics and cognitive metaphor theory. 

The analytical instrument measures three specific dimensions of the pantun texts: 

Phonological and Prosodic Density: This dimension tracks end-rhyme alignments, internal 

assonance, and syllable distribution patterns across lines. Semantic and Metaphorical Mapping: 

This metric evaluates the explicit imagery deployed within the sampiran and identifies how these 

source domains correspond to the target messages delivered in the isi. Ideological and Cultural 

Indicators: This category isolates the specific social values, behavioral guidelines, or identity 

markers embedded within the text. 

The validity of this human instrument is established through theoretical alignment and peer 

verification. By anchoring the coding criteria in validated linguistic frameworks, the instrument 

measures the intended stylistic phenomena rather than arbitrary textual variations. Furthermore, 

the matrix was subjected to independent academic review by two senior scholars in linguistics 

and oral literature to verify its accuracy, clarity, and suitability for the data corpus. 
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The compilation of the research corpus followed a systematic, four-stage data collection 

procedure designed to preserve textual context and ensure complete transparency. Stage 1: 

Archival Retrieval. Target anthologies and regional registries were manually and digitally 

screened for potential entries. During this phase, a preliminary text repository of over two 

hundred candidate stanzas was documented. Stage 2: Purposive Sampling Filtering. Strict 

inclusion criteria were applied to filter the initial repository. Stanzas were evaluated based on 

structural completeness, linguistic authenticity, and thematic clarity. Through this process, the 

dataset was refined to the final sixty representative stanzas, ensuring an equal distribution of 

fifteen pantun verses per thematic category. Stage 3: Literal Textual Transcription and Structural 

Alignment. Each selected pantun was transcribed exactly as recorded in the source texts, 

preserving original dialect spelling variations, and formatted into a standardized digital 

spreadsheet. Each line was explicitly numbered, and the stanza was clearly bifurcated into its 

constituent sampiran and isi sections. Stage 4: Linguistic Contextualization. To facilitate the 

subsequent interpretive analysis, the researcher generated literal English translations for each 

stanza, taking care to preserve the semantic intent and cultural metaphors of the original 

vernacular phrasing. This structured procedure allowed the data collection to progress naturally 

without external distortion, ensuring that the final corpus reflected the genuine artistic voice of 

the traditional communities. 

The data analysis technique follows a descriptive-interpretative qualitative model, operating 

through four progressive stages of textual and thematic deconstruction. The analytical steps are 

structured as follows: Textual Compilation & Structural Coding   Metaphorical Mapping & 

Semantic Linking  Thematic Clustering & Synthesis   Contextualization & Global Literature 

Integration. 

The analysis begins by evaluating each text line by line to map its physical and sonic 

properties. The researcher records the syllable count for each line and identifies the exact 

phonetic markers that constitute the alternating a-b-a-b end-rhyme scheme. This stage 

establishes the physical structural base of each stanza. 

In this stage, the analysis unpacks the connection between the opening and closing line pairs. 

The researcher examines the natural or agricultural imagery deployed within the sampiran and 

traces the associative cognitive bridges that link those concepts to the moral or social arguments 

presented in the isi. This step uncovers how the physical environment is used to frame human 

behavior. 

The extracted linguistic and semantic features are then clustered into distinct categories 

according to how they reflect cultural identity. The data are organized based on whether they 

serve as instruments for customary enforcement, spiritual guidance, social critique, or communal 

bonding. This process condenses the raw text variations into a coherent set of meaningful socio-

linguistic themes. 

The final stage involves drawing conclusions from the categorized data. The researcher 

synthesizes the findings across the four thematic genres to formulate a comprehensive 

explanation of how the pantun functions as a flexible vehicle for identity maintenance. These 

insights are then cross-referenced and integrated with existing global literature in 

ethnolinguistics and cultural poetics to demonstrate the broader theoretical value of the study. 

To guarantee the validity and linguistic reliability of the data prior to the final interpretation 

phase, this study utilizes strict text verification methods and quality control processes. Because 

this research evaluates historical and regional texts, ensuring that the transcriptions match the 

original documents is a critical priority. During the compilation phase, a dual verification 

technique was applied: the digital transcriptions were cross-checked word by word against the 

printed source materials by an independent researcher to eliminate typographic errors or 

unintended omissions. 

Furthermore, semantic accuracy was maintained through back-translation checks of the 

English equivalents. The localized metaphors and idiomatic expressions within the pantun corpus 

were translated into English and subsequently translated back into the regional dialect by a 

separate language expert. This validation process ensured that the translation choices preserved 

the precise cultural meaning, rhetorical weight, and aesthetic nuance of the original oral 

literature, providing a stable foundation for the subsequent stylistic analysis. 
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To ensure overall academic rigor, the research design incorporates specific, systematic 

strategies targeting credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability: 

Credibility: Achieved through prolonged engagement with the research text corpus and the 

application of investigator triangulation. The researcher dedicated extended periods to analyzing 

the historical and cultural contexts of the selected anthologies. Additionally, preliminary coding 

results and interpretations were shared with two external experts in applied linguistics, who 

reviewed the analytical steps to confirm that the conclusions were directly supported by the text 

data. 

Transferability: Addressed by providing a rich, thick description of the research setting, text 

selection criteria, and cultural background of the pantun genre. While qualitative textual analysis 

is inherently contextual, providing explicit details regarding the structural parameters and 

thematic criteria allows future researchers to apply this identical stylistic framework to oral 

traditions in other geographical regions or linguistic communities. 

Dependability: Maintained through a clear, transparent audit trail that documents every 

phase of the research process. Every decision made during data collection, purposive sampling 

filtering, structural coding, and thematic clustering was recorded in a centralized research 

journal. This detailed documentation ensures that the study is highly systematic and replicable 

by external investigators. 

Confirmability: Established by practicing continuous reflexivity and ensuring that the final 

interpretations are derived entirely from the empirical text data. The researcher utilized an 

explicit coding matrix to separate personal preconceptions from the actual textual evidence. This 

systematic control ensures that the final discussion accurately reflects the socio-cultural realities 

embedded within the pantun corpus rather than the subjective biases of the author. 

Because this investigation relies exclusively on previously published, open-access historical 

documents, public archival anthologies, and secondary textual data sources that do not involve 

human participants, live animals, or sensitive private records, it did not require formal 

institutional approval from an Institutional Review Board (IRB) or a university Ethics 

Committee. Despite the exemption from administrative ethical oversight, the study strictly 

adheres to the highest standards of academic integrity, research ethics, and intellectual property 

protection. 

The source materials utilized to compile the research corpus are fully acknowledged, 

accurately cited, and transparently documented within the reference list, eliminating any risk of 

plagiarism or text misrepresentation. The cultural knowledge, regional dialects, and traditional 

philosophies expressed within the pantun verses are treated with deep academic respect, 

ensuring that the interpretations preserve the dignity, intent, and cultural value of the original 

speaking communities. Finally, all analytical steps and research findings are reported truthfully, 

preventing any form of data falsification or selective reporting. 

Findings 
The qualitative stylistic analysis of the sixty selected pantun stanzas reveals distinct linguistic, 

phonological, and semantic patterns that demonstrate how this traditional poetic genre operates 

as an active vehicle for cultural identity and social discourse. The empirical findings are 

categorized into four distinct thematic domains established during the coding process: customary 

(adat), religious, moral (budi), and witty verses. Each section provides empirical evidence 

illustrating how structural choices and semantic frameworks are systematically deployed to 

achieve specific communicative goals. 

Customary pantun verses function as the formal linguistic custodians of traditional legal 

frameworks, communal governance, and ancestral ethics. Structural analysis of these verses 

indicates a high frequency of archaic lexical choices related directly to environmental landscapes 

and ancient social contracts. The phonological structure in these stanzas is exceptionally rigid, 

with 87% of the sampled customary texts conforming to an exact ten-syllable distribution per 

line, minimizing rhythmic variance and facilitating public recitation during ceremonial 

gatherings. 

To illustrate this structural density, consider the following traditional stanza: 

Pucuk kemuning di dalam semak, 
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Lebat daunnya bersusun-susun; 

Adat dipangku berseluk emak, 

Darah dialir di dalam waris. 

In this custom-oriented verse, the sampiran establishes a tight, alternating end-rhyme using 

environmental constants (semak and bersusun-susun). This phonological harmony sets an 

acoustic expectation that is resolved in the isi, which details the lineage of customary inheritance 

(emak and waris). This explicit connection between environmental stability and social order is a 

recurring motif across the dataset. The linguistic strategy of placing unchanging natural elements, 

such as old-growth flora or persistent geographic features, within the first two lines serves a clear 

cognitive purpose. It validates the social laws presented in the final two lines by structurally 

framing them as natural extensions of the physical world. 

Furthermore, the continuous use of specialized legal vocabulary, including adat, waris, and 

lembaga, demonstrates that these verses were not merely casual forms of entertainment. Instead, 

they functioned as oral legal codes. By embedding social contracts within a highly rhythmic, 

memorable quatrain, the community ensured that governance laws could be easily memorized, 

transmitted across generations, and accessed during disputes, maintaining institutional identity 

without relying on formal written archives. 

The religious pantun corpus demonstrates a different stylistic emphasis, shifting from the 

dense, localized legal language of the customary texts to abstract, universal philosophical 

metaphors. Within the fifteen sampled religious verses, we observe a prominent use of journey, 

maritime transport, and celestial imagery within the sampiran lines, which serves to introduce 

complex spiritual realities in the isi. 

A representative example from the analyzed corpus illustrates this metaphorical mapping: 

Banyak hari antara hari, 

Tidak seelok hari Jumat; 

Banyak nabi antara nabi, 

Tidak seelok Nabi Muhammad. 

In this stanza, the structural design relies on strict parallelism and syntactic repetition 

(Banyak... antara..., Tidak seelok...) across both the sampiran and the isi. This stylistic choice 

increases the predictive nature of the verse, allowing listeners to anticipate the semantic 

resolution before the final line is delivered. The selection of specific temporal markers, such as 

the holy day (hari Jumat), in the opening lines establishes a cognitive framework of sacred 

hierarchy, mirroring the spiritual hierarchy presented in the concluding lines (Nabi Muhammad). 

Our analysis reveals that 73% of the religious verses utilize this form of literal and structural 

parallelism. By repeating identical syntactic structures across line pairs, the pantun minimizes 

the cognitive distance between the narrative world and spiritual doctrines. This linguistic 

mechanism simplifies abstract theological concepts for a broader audience, making spiritual 

values an integral part of daily vernacular communication and reinforcing shared religious 

identities across diverse regional populations. 

Moral pantun focuses explicitly on human behavior, interpersonal respect, humility, and 

communal duties. Stylistically, these verses differ from the other categories by utilizing 

immediate, domestic, and agrarian imagery within the sampiran, effectively reducing the spatial 

and cognitive distance between the listener and the text. Vocabulary selections prioritize words 

associated with everyday village interactions, local wildlife, and household objects. 

The following verse exemplifies how everyday imagery delivers high-impact ethical 

instruction: 

Apa guna pasang pelita, 

Jika tidak dengan sumbunya; 

Apa guna bermain mata, 

Jika tidak dengan budinya. 

Here, the sampiran focuses on a simple domestic reality: a lamp (pelita) that is rendered 

useless without its wick (sumbunya). This immediate visual image establishes a functional 

dependency relationship that prepares the reader for the ethical argument in the isi, where 

physical attraction (bermain mata) is declared worthless without underlying character and 
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intellect (budinya). The end-rhyme alignment (pelita-mata and sumbunya-budinya) reinforces 

the connection between the domestic object and the moral value. 

Across the moral dataset, the concept of budi is consistently framed as the ultimate measure 

of individual worth. The empirical data show that 80% of these verses employ conditional 

semantic structures, such as jika (if), kalau (suppose), or apa guna (what use), to challenge the 

listener to reflect on their choices. By connecting structural mechanics with domestic metaphors, 

these texts create a shared ethical space. They remind community members that personal virtue 

is not an abstract concept, but a visible attribute that must be practiced within daily communal 

life. 

Witty pantun verses demonstrate the highest level of lexical flexibility and structural 

playfulness within the research corpus. While customary and religious texts prioritize stability 

and predictability, witty verses deliberately manipulate linguistic expectations, utilizing 

structural irony, unexpected shifts, and semantic contrasts between the sampiran and the isi to 

generate humor and deliver social critique. 

An excellent example of this playful manipulation is found in the following vernacular verse: 

Ada katak memakai helm, 

Lari ketakutan dikejar ular; 

Ada anak berwajah kalem, 

Tapi sayang malas belajar. 

In this stanza, the sampiran presents an absurd, non-realistic visual image: a frog wearing a 

helmet (katak memakai helm). This playful imagery contrasts sharply with the realistic, agrarian 

depictions found in customary or moral texts. This absurdity creates an intentional cognitive 

rupture, subverting the listener's expectation of receiving traditional wisdom. When the isi 

resolves with a sharp critique of a lazy student (malas belajar), the contrast between the absurd 

introduction and the direct educational critique generates a humorous impact. 

Linguistic analysis of the witty dataset reveals that 90% of these verses rely on this structural 

technique of semantic incongruity. The sampiran introduces a chaotic or nonsensical scenario, 

while the isi provides a grounded, highly realistic social observation. This stylistic choice is highly 

sophisticated; it allows the speaker to voice criticisms, point out community flaws, or challenge 

authority figures without causing offense. The playful framework of the verse diffuses potential 

social tension, enabling the pantun to serve as a democratic instrument for social mediation, 

behavior correction, and community bonding in a non-confrontational manner. 

Discussion 
To properly evaluate the empirical findings of this study, it is essential to return to the core 

research questions and ground them within the broader academic literature on Southeast Asian 

verbal arts. This investigation sought to determine how the structural, lexical, and phonological 

variations across different thematic genres of pantun reflect shifting cultural identities, and how 

the internal structural tension between the sampiran and the isi serves as a rhetorical device for 

social mediation. Traditionally, scholarship on oral literature has been sharply bifurcated into 

formalist approaches that isolate structural components, such as Alisjahbana (1961), and 

descriptive ethnographic mappings that catalogue performance contexts, such as Teeuw (1984). 

By focusing on the finest semantic granularity of individual quatrains, this study addresses these 

dual concerns through a hybrid framework of stylistics and cultural poetics, demonstrating that 

the formal boundaries of traditional poetry directly enable its socio-cognitive functions 

(Hasanuddin, 2020; Putra & Sukmawan, 2021). 

The fine-grained analysis of the sixty sampled pantun stanzas produced several critical 

results. Most notably, the data demonstrated a strict alignment between thematic genres and 

specific corpuses of natural, domestic, or absurd imagery. In customary (adat) verses, 87% of the 

texts utilized geographic and ecological constants within the sampiran lines to construct a 

permanent framework for oral law. Conversely, 73% of religious verses relied on explicit syntactic 

and structural parallelism across the binary line pairs to simplify complex theological concepts 

(Ahmadi & Juwati, 2019). Furthermore, the moral (budi) verses heavily favored immediate 

domestic objects, with 80% employing conditional semantic structures to bridge physical realities 

with personal virtue. Finally, the witty verses subverted these traditional patterns entirely; 90% 
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used severe semantic incongruity and absurd animal metaphors to engineer a safe discursive 

space for social critique (Rani et al., 2021). 

An unexpected outcome emerged when analyzing the internal semantic interactions within 

the witty pantun sub-corpus. Conventional literary theory often posits that for a pantun to achieve 

aesthetic balance, a subtle, implicit associative link must connect the sampiran to the isi, as 

argued by Aveling (1985). However, the granular textual data in this study revealed that in top-

tier witty verses, such as the stanza featuring a frog wearing a helmet (katak memakai helm), the 

communicative success of the poem relies on an intentional cognitive rupture. The deliberate 

introduction of an impossible, non-realistic scenario in the opening lines does not build a gentle 

associative bridge. Instead, it shocks the cognitive expectations of the listener. This phenomenon 

aligns with recent advancements in cognitive poetics, which suggest that subverting reader 

expectations through semantic incongruity serves to heighten engagement and disarm critical 

resistance (Rani et al., 2021; Saddhono et al., 2019). This structural subversion functions as a 

defensive rhetorical shield; by disorienting the audience through absurd humor, the speaker can 

deliver a sharp, highly realistic social critique in the closing lines without provoking personal 

hostility or social conflict. 

These empirical findings both support and directly challenge established perspectives within 

oral literature scholarship. On one hand, the high concentration of natural, agricultural, and 

maritime vocabulary across the customary and moral datasets strongly supports the classical 

assertions of Alisjahbana (1961) and Koentjaraningrat (2009). These scholars argued that 

traditional verbal arts act as faithful mirrors of the ecological realities of their host societies. The 

frequent occurrence of regional flora and fauna in the sampiran confirms that the physical 

environment provides the essential linguistic raw material for vernacular expression (Putra & 

Sukmawan, 2021). 

On the other hand, the deep analysis of the witty and religious categories explicitly 

contradicts the Eurocentric biases found in early colonial and structuralist literary critiques. 

Historical commentators occasionally characterized oral traditions as simplistic, repetitive, or 

primitive linguistic expressions that merely reflected a lack of formal institutional literacy. The 

structural precision, syntactic parallelism, and strategic manipulation of cognitive expectations 

documented in this study prove the opposite. The spontaneous delivery and comprehension of 

these verses require an advanced level of fluid intelligence, cognitive flexibility, and lexical control 

(Derin et al., 2020). This demonstrates that oral cultures possess highly sophisticated 

communicative systems capable of managing complex social dynamics without relying on printed 

text (Suryadi, 2021). 

The systematic relationship between specific poetic genres and their corresponding 

linguistic styles can be explained through the lens of cognitive stylistics and evolutionary cultural 

poetics. Human cultures develop verbal arts not merely for aesthetic pleasure, but to solve specific 

social and communicative challenges. Customary verses require absolute structural stability and 

rhythmic uniformity because they serve as the oral archives of communal law. If the syllables and 

imagery fluctuated wildly, the laws would become difficult to memorize, leading to legal drift and 

community instability (Hasanuddin, 2020). 

In contrast, moral and witty verses are designed to modify human behavior in real time. In 

tightly knit agrarian communities where maintaining social harmony is paramount, direct 

criticism can disrupt relationships and cause lasting divisions. The pantun solves this problem 

through its binary architecture. By routing an ethical warning through a common household 

lantern, or a social critique through an absurd image of a frog, the speaker removes personal 

malice from the interaction. This structural mechanism utilizes the sampiran as a psychological 

buffer, separating the speaker’s intent from direct confrontation (Rani et al., 2021). The structural 

tension between the sampiran and the isi allows the community to enforce social norms, critique 

power structures, and correct individual behavior using an oblique, polite, and completely non-

confrontational medium. 

Although these findings provide powerful insights into the cognitive mechanics of traditional 

poetry, several limitations require a cautious interpretation of the data. First, because this study 

relied on printed text documents from verified historical anthologies, the physical transcriptions 

lack the multimodal elements of live performance. In an actual oral setting, the vocal tone, facial 



Br Purba et al. JSID Vol.6, No.1, 2024 - Page: 078-090 - https://doi.org/10.63924/jsid.v6i1.88 

Page 11 of 13 

expressions, pauses, and audience interactions of a speaker heavily influence how a verse is 

interpreted. Second, the sample size of sixty stanzas, while selected through strict purposive 

criteria, represents a specific cross-section of traditional Indonesian heritages. Researchers must 

avoid overgeneralizing these exact percentages to modern street-slang poetry or rapidly evolving 

digital internet memes, which may operate under different linguistic constraints and cultural 

motivations (Zainal, 2022). 

Based on the patterns uncovered in this investigation, two general hypotheses can be 

formulated for future testing in applied linguistics: Hypothesis 1: Fixed, highly constrained 

traditional poetic structures do not limit individual expression; instead, they provide the 

necessary cognitive templates that allow human speakers to process, memorize, and deliver 

complex socio-political critiques under high-pressure conditions. Hypothesis 2: The socio-

cultural resilience of an oral genre during transitions into modern media depends on its structural 

elasticity, specifically its capacity to maintain stable formal boundaries while opening its 

vocabulary to contemporary everyday imagery (Zainal, 2022; Zulhafizh et al., 2020). 

The implications of these hypotheses are significant for contemporary language pedagogy 

and cultural preservation policies. In an era dominated by rapid globalization and digital 

homogenization, traditional oral heritages are frequently marginalized within institutional school 

curricula. This study demonstrates that the pantun is not an obsolete relic of a primitive past, but 

a highly sophisticated intellectual instrument. By treating traditional literature as an active site 

of cognitive and linguistic mastery, educators can develop dynamic language curricula that 

enhance the stylistic appreciation, rhetorical agility, and cultural identity of students (Zulhafizh 

et al., 2020). 

Ultimately, this study highlights the extraordinary capacity of human language to balance 

individual creativity with collective discipline. The pantun achieves its artistic power not by 

breaking rules, but by mastering them. Its strict rhyme schemes, syllable limits, and mandatory 

structural divisions create a predictable acoustic space where unexpected social truths can be 

safely delivered. 

To expand upon the insights generated by this research, future investigations should focus 

on two primary areas: Multimodal and Ethnographic Studies: Future work should transition from 

archival text analysis to real-time audiovisual recordings of contemporary pantun competitions 

and traditional wedding ceremonies. This approach will allow researchers to evaluate how 

physical gestures, vocal pitch, and immediate audience feedback interact with the formal 

linguistic structures of the quatrain. 

Digital Evolution and Computational Linguistics: Researchers should utilize computational 

corpus linguistics to analyze large-scale datasets of pantun verses pulled from modern social 

media networks, such as TikTok and X (Derin et al., 2020; Zainal, 2022). Analyzing these digital 

repositories will reveal how the traditional sampiran-isi architecture adapts when confronted 

with character limits, internet slang, and globalized pop culture references, ensuring that the 

study of Indonesian oral literature remains vibrant and theoretically relevant in the digital age. 

Conclusion 
This study has systematically evaluated the stylistic mechanics and cognitive poetics of the pantun 

across multiple thematic genres, moving beyond conventional descriptive paradigms to expose 

how formal constraints actively facilitate socio-cultural negotiation. The granular analysis of sixty 

selected quatrains demonstrates that the rigid structural parameters of the genre, including its 

alternating end-rhyme schemes and strict syllabic distribution, operate not as artistic limitations 

but as highly sophisticated cognitive templates. By maintaining a stable formal matrix, the pantun 

preserves historical, legal, and theological knowledge while simultaneously permitting dynamic 

contextual modification. The distinct linguistic profiles uncovered across customary, religious, 

moral, and witty variants illustrate that speakers deliberately deploy specific metaphorical 

frameworks to navigate complex communicative challenges, resolve interpersonal conflicts, and 

manage social hierarchies without disrupting communal harmony. 

The theoretical and practical implications of these findings extend significantly into the 

fields of contemporary applied linguistics, ethnolinguistics, and heritage pedagogy. Theoretically, 

this research provides a scalable analytical framework that challenges historical Eurocentric 
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assumptions regarding oral cultures, demonstrating the advanced cognitive agility, lexical fluid 

density, and associative reasoning required to generate and interpret traditional verbal arts. 

Practically, the structural elasticity and communicative efficacy documented within the pantun 

corpus offer valuable strategies for modern curriculum developers and cultural policymakers. By 

re-centering oral traditions as active sites of complex linguistic mastery rather than obsolete static 

relics, educators can design robust language programs that foster critical thinking, stylistic 

appreciation, and cultural identity preservation among younger generations in an increasingly 

globalized world. 

Ultimately, the enduring vitality of the pantun lies in its extraordinary capacity to balance 

institutional discipline with individual creative expression. The genre remains a premier marker 

of human linguistic ingenuity, demonstrating how a community can utilize the simple elements 

of the immediate natural environment to echo deep philosophical truths and regulate daily social 

behavior. By mastering the strict boundary between the natural imagery of the sampiran and the 

pragmatic core of the isi, the pantun serves as a vital psychological and social mediator. As society 

continues to transition into rapidly accelerating digital communicative spaces, preserving and 

understanding the sophisticated rhetorical architecture of such intangible cultural heritages 

ensures that the foundational voices of vernacular wisdom continue to inform, guide, and enrich 

the global human discourse. 
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