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Its Identity and Meaning:  

Part (1) Tembang Dolanan of Gresik, East Java 

From Local to International behavior 

 

Mas Darul Ihsan 

 

Abstract 

 

Identity is an outcome of cultural semiotics that is accomplished through the 

production of contextually relevant sociopolitical relations of similiarity and 

difference, authenticity and inauthenticity, and legitimacy and illegitimacy. 

This identity is reflected in tembang dolanan by oral or oral literature. 

Tembang dolanan is also the reflection of language and culture because 

culture entails a concern with the variety of culturally specific subject 

position that speakers enact through language. By using Lévi-Strauss and 

the semiotic approach, tembang dolanan in Gresik such as Tembang 

Dolanan Bocah, Ilir-Ilir, Sluku-Sluku Bathok, Gambang Suling, Gajah-

Gajah, Kidang Talun, Aku Duwe Pitik, and Menthog-Menthog give the 

value of thinking in terms of totemic names (gajah-gajah, blimbing, suling, 

gambang, rembulan, pithik, ketipung and jagung) taken from the natural 

world (physical surroundings, plants, and animals). Then the meaning in 

tembang dolanan that can be the local behavior to intenational behavior are 

fundamental cultural beliefs (e.g. the identity or existence of God), person 

who has a sense of guiding and leading and to be a leader must be a person 

who has those senses, guiding and leading, hardworker, bravery, bravery 

telling the truth, the balance of life and honesty. Those are in every 

individual, then, in a very real sense, a representative of at least one sub-

culture which may be abstracted from the generalized culture of the group of 

which he is a member and as a cultural practice, that is, as a form of action 

that both presupposes and at the same time brings about ways of being in the 

world. 
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Its Identity and Meaning: 

Part (1) Tembang Dolanan of Gresik, East Java 

From Local to International behavior 

 

Introduction  

 There will be never ending discussion about Gresik and there are many terms which is 

connected to Gresik. It can be shown from the name history of Gresik. In 1863, the spelling 

of De Vries and Wilkens derrived the word Gresik into “Gresiq,” the Chinese who had came 

to Gresik before 1400 M called “T‟se Ts‟un.” For indigene, they called “Kersik,” for Arabic, 

they called “Qorrosyaik,” for Portuguese, they called “Agaze”, for others European, like 

Dutch, they called “Gerrici,” there also others name like Gerwarase, Grisick, Grasik, and 

Giri-Geresik. 

 Then, Dr. Van Ophuysen got such duty to make a spelling in Malay language; it was 

in 1901 to 1926. From that spelling, the name of Gresik had been writen to “Grissee,” until 

the year of 1930; many people like to write Gresik to “Grissee.” For further, a spelling of Van 

Ophuysen had been changed into Suwandi spelling that Grissee was writen into “Gersik.” 

 The history name of Gresik is giving a different color when it is connected to its 

identity.  Language also brings its own role when it is connected to identity. Language, when 

it is describe in a speech, is not only about a communicative competence but also kinds of 

speakers who produce and reproduce particular of language use that refers to identity. 

Identity of language use is not only to understand the relationship between language and 

culture but also to accommodate the issues of markedness, essentialism and institutional 

power as a central of component of identity. One of its identities is Tembang Dolanan. 

Tembang Dolanan in Gresik has its own way to express their goodness meaning. The 

goodness meaning is not only giving such a lesson or moral value to some children in its 

every single verse but also its goodness meaning reflect the universal value of goodness 

which is adored by many people. 

 

Discussion  

 Reflecting an image in the past seems something romantic, especially when we are 

trying to remember what happened when we were children. But, this will be completely 
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different for children in the present. They will say, “This is not such kind of an interesting 

game or Dolanan.” Forthwith, how did Grissee children play their game or Dolanan?. 

Basically, the game or Dolanan can be same with the other children game or Dolanan from 

another place and the game or Dolanan in Gresik has its own characteristics. Some of the 

game or Dolanan in Gresik were made by Sunan Giri. As we know, Sunan Giri was not only 

as Ulama but also as a good skilled conceptor of children education. Sunan Giri was 

combining the concept of game or Dolanan with education and later many people say 

“learning by doing.” The concept of the game or Dolanan then played by singing or Tembang 

Dolanan. 

 

Tembang Dolanan  

 Tembang is by singing or oral. „oral‟ is often used as a prime  criterion  for marking 

out particular disciplines or research interests. Thus „folklore‟ is commonly defined in terms  

of orally transmitted material, the term is basic to „oral-formulaic‟ and „oral literature‟ studies 

(Finnegan, 1992: 5). Oral is also has a meaning to opposed both to „written/literate‟ and 

to„non-verbal.‟  

 The  dictionary  definition  gives  a  start:  „uttered  in  spoken  words; transacted by 

word of mouth; spoken, verbal‟ (OED). This is frequently the  primary  meaning  in  much  

apparently  technical  terminology:  „oral tradition‟,  „oral  literature‟,  „oral  narrative‟,  „oral  

testimony‟  and  so  on. „Oral‟  is  often  contrasted  with  „written.‟  

 Tembang dolanana is also refering to “oral literature”. Because literature is literature 

is what a given society at a given time considers it to be (Carter, 2006: 17). Then, “oral  

literature” emphasises the „literary‟ or „artistic‟ aspects. Allows for the creative action of 

individuals and for new as well as old forms. Points to the possibility of differing forms and 

genres both within and between cultures rather than the undifferentiated whole sometimes 

implied by „oral tradition‟. Can draw on illuminating parallels through interacting with 

theoretical and comparative  work  on  literature  and  written  forms (with the corresponding 

dangers of over-reliance on western literary canons). Provides a comparative term  

recognised  by  scholars  working  on other cultures  and  historical  periods with  the  parallel  

danger of ignoring local meanings or interactions. Shares the same definitional problems as 

with „literature‟ anywhere, about what „literature‟ essentially is and how it can be 
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differentiated from other verbal formulation, with oral forms perhaps particularly tricky. 

There is also the position that, rather than trying to delimit the „literary‟, there are merits in 

bringing together all forms of heightened verbalisation. The term „oral‟ carries its own 

insights and problems (Finnegan, 1992: 9). 

 When it is connected to the “oral literatute,” this, the tembang dolanan, is such kind 

of folklore. Folklore has the broad sense of all forms of „orally transmitted tradition‟, 

including material culture, but its most common  referent  is  to  verbal  forms  such  as  

stories,  songs  or  proverbs, with  special  emphasis  on  the  collection  or  analysis  of  texts. 

 A more recent definition runs: folklore (or traditional and popular culture) is the 

totality of tradition-based creations of a cultural community, expressed by a group or 

individuals and recognized as reflecting the expectations of a community in so far as they 

reflect its cultural and social identity; its standards and values are transmitted orally, by 

imitation or by other means. Its forms include, among others, language, literature, music, 

dance, games, mythology, rituals, customs, handicrafts, architecture and other arts. 

(UNESCO, cited in Honko 1989a:8 in Finnegan, 1992: 11). 

 Tembang Dolanan is taught by the adult to children and this reflects the cultural 

variation in the structure of conversation between adult and children. 

 It is based on the assumption that  

 The ways of speaking in every speech community are culturally patterned. 

 Variation in the ways of speaking in different societies reflect important 

 differences in beliefs,  values, and practices. These differences enter into 

 the organization and systematic use of language at many different levels. It 

 follows that, when children are acquiring their language, they are being 

 spoken to and are learning to talk to others according to the patterns of 

 language use that reflect the beliefs and values of their particular speech 

 community. (Schiefelbusch and Pickar, 1984: 1) 

 

 Tembang Dolanan is reflected in terms of language and culture. Hall and Bucholtz 

(2001: 1) states that culture entails a concern with the variety of culturally specific subject 

position that speakers enact through language.  

 The language is expressed through tembang. The term identity literally refers to 

sameness. One might therefore expect that identity would be most salient when people are 

most similiar. Duranti (1997: 1) states that identity explain how it can enhance our 

understanding of language not only as a mode of thinking but, above all, as a cultural 
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practice, that is, as a form of action that both presupposes and at the same time brings about 

ways of being in the world and make its own unique contribution to our understanding of 

what it means to be human. 

 The foundation of a shared cultural identity and the means for the reproduction of 

social differences. DeBernardi in Forrester (1996: 48) makes the point that the acquisition of 

a  language is not only the internalisation of a linguistic code, but also entails the learning of 

status and  role, appropriate social  affect  and the foundation framework for a 'world  view'.

  

 The idea that knowledge is distributed affects our notion of what it means to be a 

member of a culture, all members of a culture are considered to have the same knowledge. To 

say that culture is communication means to see it as a system of signs. This is the semiotic 

theory of culture. In its most basic version, this view holds that culture is a representation of 

the world, a way of making sense of reality by objectifying it in stories, myths, descriptions, 

theories, proverbs, artistic products and performances Duranti (1997: 33). 

 To believe that culture is communication also means that a people‟s theory of the 

world must be communicated in order to be lived. In Tembang Dolanan of Gresik, mostly the 

Tembang Dolanan use a Lévi-Strauss and the semiotic approach. Lévi-Strauss starts from the 

assumption that the human mind is everywhere the same and cultures are different 

implementations of basic abstract logical properties of thinking which are shared by all 

humans and adapted to specific living conditions. In his view, which is partly a reaction to 

and a criticism of earlier conceptualizations of “primitive thought,” there is no basic cognitive 

difference between thinking about the world in terms of abstract concepts such as algebraic 

expressions or binary numbers and thinking in terms of totemic names (e.g. eagles vs. bears, 

earth vs. sky, upstream vs. downstream) taken from the natural world (physical surroundings, 

plants, and animals).  

 According to Hall and Bucholtz (2001: 382) states that semiotic processes reveal the 

extent to which identity is not simply the source of culture but the outcome of culture: in 

other words, it is a cultural effect. And language, as a fundamental resource for cultural 

production, is hence also a fundamental resource for identity production. This assertion 

challanges the common understanding of language as a mirror reflecting one‟s culture and 

identity. 
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   Culture developed the idea that the parameters of language were interdependent with 

culture practices. What was known as the Sapirl Whorf  hypothesis (Whorf, 1956) was the 

assertion that language shaped world view, a form of linguistic relativism.  Frawley in 

Forrester (1996: ) argues that this orientation  led  to  the view that language, culture  and 

thought are  all mirrors of each other . . .  so  it  is possible to read thought off  language, and 

language off culture because linguistic distinctions reflect cultural  distinctions,  which  in  

turn  generate  distinctions  in thought.   

 Then, identity is an outcome of cultural semiotics that is accomplished through the 

production of contextually relevant sociopolitical relations of similiarity and difference, 

authenticity and inauthenticity, and legitimacy and illegitimacy. 

 In understanding the meaning of tembang dolanan, there must be the concept of 

meaning. Meaning of the term “discourse” has important consequences for anyone interested 

in the relationship between language and context, given that it draws attention to the fact that 

particular uses of language, particular speech acts, turn sequences, and participant 

frameworks are  connected  to  particular  spatio-temporal arrangements such that speakers 

have access to one another in limited spatial configurations  and  for  limited  periods  of  

time. 

 Meaning established by convention “unnatural.” Unnatural meaning is characterized 

by intentionality.  

 Most of Tembang Dolanan in Gresik is not only uttered or played orally but it has its 

own moral value. They are Tembang Dolanan Bocah, Ilir-Ilir, Sluku-Sluku Bathok, Gambang 

Suling, Gajah-Gajah, Kidang Talun, Aku Duwe Pitik, and Menthog-Menthog.  

 

Tembang Dolanan Bocah 

 This Tembang Dolanan Bocah is reflecting a religious pattern and pedagogical pattern 

to children who play the Tembang. It means that; one. Islam is symbolized with the moon, 

there come such a life illumination. Two, the Tembang Dolanan Bocah teaches us to reach 

such an education in our life in this world (latar means yard of a house). Three, the Tembang 

Dolanan Bocah teaches us to take much benefit and wisdom by studying Islam. Because 

Islam is something shine (padhang gilar-gilar means completely bright). The last, the 
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Tembang Dolanan Bocah teaches us to drive out all the stupidity and losing the way by 

studying Islam and reaching education. 

 This may have quite different ideas about fundamental cultural beliefs (e.g. the 

identity or existence of God). 

 The verse. 

 Padhang-padhang bulan 

 Ayo gege do-dolanan 

 Ngalap padhang gilar-gilar 

 Nundhung begog harga tikar 

 

 Terang bulan 

 Marilah lekas bermain 

 Bermain di halaman mengambil manfaat dari terang benderangnya bulan 

 Mengusir gelap yang lari terbirit-birit 

 

 The moon shines brightly 

 Let‟s hurriedly play the game 

 Playing in the yard of a house by taking the benefit of the moon which shines bightly 

 to drive out the darkness  

 

 

Ilir-Ilir 

 The verse. 

 Lir-ilir, lir-ilir 

 tandure wis angilir 

 sing ijo royo-royo 

 tak sengguh kemanten anyar 

 cah angon, cah angon  

 penekno blimbing kuwi 

 lunyu-lunyu penekno 

 kanggo masuh dodotiro 
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 dodotiro, dodotiro 

 kumitir bedhah ing pinggir  

 dondomono, jlumatono 

 kanggo sebo mengko sore 

 mumpung gede rembulane 

 mumpung jembar kalangane 

 ndak sorak hore 

 

 The meaning of the verse above are; one, ilir-ilir means that we are already wake up 

and get up, but what do you think of our soul, our mind. Do they already wake up and get up. 

It teaches us that there must be a balance between body and soul.  Two, it is reflected that 

there is a baby who has born in this world (sing ijo royo-royo means the green bud plants). 

The baby is originally pure, he or she is like a new wedding couple, it makes every people 

wants to look at the baby. Cah angon (is a shepherd) is like a student at traditional Muslim 

school. It means that they are running the Islamic rule. Why there must be Cah angon, it 

means that Cah angon is a person who has a sense of guiding and leading, to be a leader must 

be a person who has those senses, guiding and leading. Then, belimbing (star fruit) is 

reflected into the term of five times praying for Muslim in a day. Even though it is lunyu-

lunyu (hard), we are as a Muslim have to do it. It is our obligation. Pray five times a day must 

be done to clean up the bad thing in our soul, to get a calm soul. Three, kumitir bedhah ing 

pinggir. Dondomono, jlumatono. Kanggo sebo mengko sore. It means that life in this world is 

that tend to do something bad, do a sin, and reluctant to do the good thing. That is why; we 

have to do pray five times. It is expected that someday it will be a good thing that can help us 

when we are going to face the God. This is as a charity.  

 Again, this may have quite different ideas about fundamental cultural beliefs (e.g. the 

identity or existence of God). 

 

Sluku-sluku bathok 

 The verse. 

 Sluku-sluku bathok 

 Bathoke ela-elo 
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 Si Romo menyang Solo 

 Oleh-olehe payung mutho 

 Pak jenthit lelo lobah 

 Wong mati ora obah 

 Yen obah medheni bocah 

 Yen urip goleko dhuwit 

 

  It means that we are taught to be a hardworker. As we are still alive, don‟t ever give 

up. Try to do something useful in our life by working hard. This is true, because many 

children have been working to, for example as a cleaner of a rimless cap in Gresik. They are 

working to help their parents, to help out their parents in paying a tuition fee for school. 

 This reflected the life of Gresik. Because every individual is, then, in a very real 

sense, a representative of at least one sub-culture which may be abstracted from the 

generalized culture of the group of which he is a member (Sapir in Duranti, 1997: 32). 

 The term of hardworker is going to be the local identity then going to be a national 

identity and finally, it going to be the international identity. 

 

Gambang Suling 

 The verse. 

 Gambang suling kumandhang swarane, 

 Tulat tulit kepenak unine, 

 Unine mung nrenyuhake,  

 Bareng lan kentrung, ketipung suling sigrak kendhangane. 

 It is reflected that we must enjoy the life, do the life such in balance. Feel that our life 

needs a balance. The sense of music, the sense of sound of music can make the reflection of 

life. 

 Again,  The term of the balance of life of soul and body is going to be the local 

identity then going to be a national identity and finally, it going to be the international 

identity. 
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Gajah Gajah  

 The verse. 

 Gajah-gajah kowe tak kandadi, 

 Mripat kaya laron siyung loro, 

 Kuping gedhe kathik nganggo tlale, 

 Buntut cilik tansah kopat-kapit, 

 Sikil kaya bumbung, 

 Mung lakumu megal-megol. 

 

 From the verse above, it means that we have to be honest to everyone. Honesty is 

important. It is about telling the truth condition of gajah-gajah (elephants). The verse is 

telling the truth of elephant‟s features. The verse tells us that even it is bitter just tell the truth. 

 Again,  The term of honesty is going to be the local identity then going to be a national 

identity and finally, it going to be the international identity. 

 

Kidang Talun 

 The verse. 

 Kidang Talun, mangan kacang talun. 

 Mil ketemil mil ketemil si kidang mangan lemnayung, 

 Tikus pithi, duwe anak siji. 

 Cit cit cuwit cicit cuwit, 

 Maju perang wani mati, 

 Gajah Belang, saka tanah sabrang 

 Nuk renggunuk-renggunuk gedhene 

 meh pada gunung. 

 

 It means that we must have such a bravery sense to tell the truth. Even a tikus (mice) 

is small. He or she is able to tell the truth to every one. He or she has a bravery even to war. 

 Again,  The term of bravery is going to be the local identity then going to be a national 

identity and finally, it going to be the international identity. 
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Aku Duwe Pitik 

 The verse. 

 Aku duwe pitik pitik tukung, 

 Saben dina tak pakani jagung, 

 Petok go gog petog petog ngendhog pitu, 

 Tak ngremake netes telu, 

 Kabeh trondol dhol gawe guyu, 

 Kabeh trondol dhol gawe guyu. 

 

 This verse teaches us to always have a good effort and the let God decides the result. 

As in the verse, Aku duwe pitik pitik tukung, Saben dina tak pakani jagung (I have a chicken, 

and I always give some corn, the food, to the chicken). Ngendhog pitu,Tak ngremake netes 

telu (give seven eggs, but there only three which is hatching). 

 Again, the term of having a good effort is going to be the local identity then going to 

be a national identity and finally, it going to be the international identity. 

 

Menthog-menthog 

 The verse. 

 Menthog-menthog tak kandani, 

 Mung rupamu angisin isini, 

 Mbok ya aja ngetok ana kandang bae, 

 Enak enak ngorok ora nyambut gawa, 

 Menthog-mentog mung lakumu, 

 Megal egol gawe guyu. 

 

 Again, this verse is teaching us to be a hardworker person. Don‟t only stay in a house, 

go out from the house to get a new experience by working, to earn something good. 

 Again, the term of hardworker is going to be the local identity then going to be a 

national identity and finally, it going to be the international identity. 

 The tembang dolanan in Gresik seems reflecting the idea of self identity and its 

meaning. Self identity is a must. Every Tembang dolanan in Gresik is also bring its own 
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meaning, the meaning which is connected to concept of local behavior. Then, this good local 

behavior can be something believed and it become the international belief. 

 

Conclusion  

 Identity is an outcome of cultural semiotics that is accomplished through the 

production of contextually relevant sociopolitical relations of similiarity and difference, 

authenticity and inauthenticity, and legitimacy and illegitimacy. To study language in culture 

means something more than the ways in which cultural categories are reflected in language or 

the ways in which linguistic taxonomies are guides to the worldview of those who employ 

them. Those cultural semiotics is reflected in tembang dolanan of Gresik such as Tembang 

Dolanan Bocah, Ilir-Ilir, Sluku-Sluku Bathok, Gambang Suling, Gajah-Gajah, Kidang Talun, 

Aku Duwe Pitik, and Menthog-Menthog.  
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