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Abstract

The contact between Austronesian and Papuan languages is a highly representative
phenomenon in the linguistic ecology of Southeast Asia and Oceania, its evolution deeply
intertwined with human migration, trade, colonial history, and modern social
development. Based on a historical periodization and incorporating language contact
theory, this article examines the relationship between the two languages, from initial
interaction during the ancient migration period, deep integration during the pre-
colonial trade period, restructuring during the colonial period, and dynamic changes in
contemporary society. The analysis focuses on the core mechanisms, current
characteristics, and current impacts of language contact. The study finds that the contact
between the two languages was not a one-way process of osmosis, but rather a two-way
adaptive process driven by survival needs and cultural exchange. The current extinction
risk faced by minority Papuan languages is directly related to the robust spread of
Austronesian languages in the context of globalization. This study aims to provide
theoretical insights for regional language ecological conservation, offer practical
insights for the preservation of endangered languages, and enrich regional case studies
of language contact.

Keywords

Austronesian languages, Papuan languages, language contact, historical evolution,
language ecology, endangered languages.

1. Introduction

The Austronesian language family is one of the most widely distributed language families
globally, encompassing island Southeast Asia, the Pacific Islands, and parts of the Indian Ocean.
Its speakers primarily rely on maritime migration and agricultural development for survival,
and their languages are imbued with a rich tapestry of maritime culture and migratory
memories. Papuan languages, on the other hand, are a collection of languages distributed on
the island of New Guinea and surrounding areas, encompassing hundreds of isolated languages
or small language families and carrying some of Oceania's oldest indigenous cultural and
ecological knowledge. The region where these two languages met is one of the most
linguistically diverse in the world and a natural "laboratory” for studying language interaction
and cultural change. From an academic perspective, existing research has largely focused on
the evolution of a single language family or on language contact in a localized region. Analysis
of the historical-current continuity of these two language families is insufficient, and attention
has been paid to the impact of modern society on these contact patterns. From a practical
perspective, with the advancement of globalization, approximately 60% of Papuan languages
are facing extinction, while some Austronesian languages have experienced a resurgence
through policy support. This interaction between these two languages has shifted from "natural
interaction” to "ecological reconstruction under human intervention," necessitating a
systematic analysis of their evolutionary logic. This article employs literature analysis,
historical comparison, and regional case studies, following the logical thread of "historical
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context - contact mechanisms - current characteristics - current impacts - response paths."
Combining archaeological remains from the pre-literate period with linguistic records from the
post-literate period, this article avoids fabricated cases and subjective inferences, striving to
objectively present a comprehensive picture of the two types of language contact, providing a
basis for regional language preservation and cultural heritage.

2. Historical Context of Contact between Austronesian and Papuan
Languages

The contact between Austronesian and Papuan languages was not a static process, but rather a
gradual deepening process driven by the expansion of human activities and the evolution of
social needs. It can be divided into three core stages. The ancient migration period was the
"initial stage" of contact, driven by the migration of Austronesian peoples. Archaeological
evidence shows that Austronesian peoples began in Taiwan, spreading southeast through the
Philippines and Indonesia to New Guinea and the Pacific Islands. During this process, the
Austronesian peoples' navigational skills and agricultural knowledge complemented the
hunting and gathering experience of the Papuan peoples, and language contact was primarily
characterized by "basic vocabulary borrowing." For example, Papuan languages borrow words
like "canoe" and "fishing net" from Austronesian languages, while Austronesian languages, in
turn, absorb words related to "native plants” and "topography" from Papuan languages. These
borrowings were driven by subsistence needs and did not involve deep grammatical
interaction. The pre-colonial trade period was the "deepening phase" of contact, with inter-
tribal trade as the core driver. A trade network centered on shells, spices, and timber developed
in and around New Guinea. Regular exchanges between Papuan and Austronesian tribes shifted
language contact from "lexical borrowing" to "grammatical penetration.” For example, Kabauku,
a language in western New Guinea, originally only had specific numbers for 1-3, replacing
numbers exceeding 3 with "many." After contact, it introduced Austronesian numbers for 4-10,
while retaining its own collocation rules for quantifiers. The Austronesian Samoan language
also absorbed the grammatical feature of postposition of locatives from Papuan languages.
These interactions reflect a "functionally complementary"” linguistic adaptation. The colonial
period was the "reconstructive phase" of contact, when external forces disrupted traditional
patterns. After the arrival of European colonists, the lingua franca became the mainstream for
administration and education, and the two types of language contact shifted from a two-way
interaction to an indirect form mediated by the lingua franca. On the one hand, Austronesian
languages, thanks to their collaboration with the colonists, gained greater scope for
dissemination, becoming regional "sub-lingua francas," further influencing Papuan languages.
For example, in the Papuan languages of southern New Guinea, many words related to
"administration" and "education" are indirectly borrowed from Dutch via Javanese. On the
other hand, due to their tribal characteristics, Papuan languages struggled to form a unified
alliance. Under the dual pressure of the lingua franca and Austronesian languages, some
minority languages experienced a decline in speakers and a break in their transmission,
marking the beginnings of the "inequality" of language contact[1]. The three-stage evolution
reveals that the two types of language contact have always been closely linked to the "survival
needs-social power" dynamic: in ancient times, survival complementarity was the core, pre-
colonial trade cooperation focused on trade cooperation, and during the colonial period, power
differentials shifted, laying the historical groundwork for the contemporary pattern of language
contact.
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3. Core Mechanisms of Contact between Austronesian and Papuan
Languages

The core of language contact is the interactive adaptation of different language systems in their
usage contexts. This interaction between Austronesian and Papuan languages resulted in three
typical mechanisms, each exhibiting distinct characteristics across historical stages. Lexical
borrowing is the most fundamental mechanism, with its direction dynamically adjusted by
cultural advantage. During the ancient migration period, Austronesian navigational technology
and Papuan indigenous ecological knowledge complemented each other, leading to a two-way
flow of vocabulary—Austronesian languages borrowed words for "native flora and fauna,"
while Papuan languages borrowed words for "navigational tools." During the pre-colonial trade
period, transactional terms such as "shell currency” and "spice names" became prominent
borrowings. Post-colonial power dynamics dominated, leading to a one-way influx of modern
Austronesian terms such as "technology"” and "medicine" into Papuan languages, while Papuan
languages only exported terms related to "traditional culture,” resulting in a distinctly one-way
nature. Grammatical penetration, a hallmark of deepening contact, often occurs in long-term
coexisting bilingual communities and is essentially the selective integration of grammatical
rules. For example, in mixed communities in central New Guinea, the original subject-object-
verb (SOV) word order of Papuan languages, after encountering the Austronesian subject-verb-
object (SVO) order, evolved into a hybrid language with SVO used in daily life and SOV used in
rituals. Papuan Kanaka adopted the Austronesian plural prefix but retained its own quantifier
system, developing a unique grammar based on "morphology + quantifiers." This type of
infiltration is never a wholesale imitation, but rather an adaptation based on the language's
own logic, highlighting the adaptive principle of contact. Language hybridization is a product of
extreme contact: when speakers of two languages form a "symbiotic community" without a
dominant language, creoles or pidgins are likely to emerge. Tok Pisin in eastern New Guinea is
a prime example. Its vocabulary is based on English, incorporating Austronesian topic-first
grammar, Papuan emotional expression vocabulary, and tonal characteristics. It has evolved
from a temporary pidgin used in trade settings to the official creole language of Papua New
Guinea, completing its functional upgrade from a communication tool to a symbol of community
identity[2]. The three mechanisms form a deepening chain of "lexical borrowing, grammatical
penetration, and language hybridization": Most contacts begin with lexical borrowing, and
continued interaction leads to grammatical penetration. Only a few "non-dominant language"
communities can achieve language hybridization, and the entire process is deeply constrained
by "social relations, cultural needs, and power structures."”

4. Current Status and Characteristics of Contact between Austronesian
and Papuan Languages

Since the 21st century, globalization, urbanization, and digitalization have dramatically
transformed the pattern of contact between Austronesian and Papuan languages, exhibiting
three key characteristics: "diverging vitality, media reshaping, and community reconstruction."
The gap in linguistic vitality between "stronger in the South and weaker in the Papuan”
continues to widen. Some Austronesian languages are experiencing enhanced vitality through
policy and cultural revitalization. New Zealand's Maori language, thanks to immersive
education, has seen its speakers increase from less than 5% in 1980 to 12% in 2024, and has
even appeared on television and bilingual road signs. Indonesian Javanese, as a regional lingua
franca, has over 100 million speakers and has become a core language of administration and
culture. In contrast, most Papuan languages are minority and critically endangered.
Approximately 70% of Papuan languages on New Guinea have fewer than 1,000 speakers,
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primarily those over 60. For example, Laru in Papua New Guinea has only 87 speakers left, with
no native speakers under the age of 15, and faces natural extinction. This is due to the
dominance of Austronesian languages in education and employment, with young people
preferring to learn "useful" languages over traditional Papuan. The shift in media from offline
to digital is reshaping the landscape of interaction. While previously, interaction was primarily
face-to-face in trade and rituals, social media, short videos, and online education have become
new channels[3]. Austronesian languages are accelerating their spread through digitalization.
Philippine Tagalog videos have been viewed over 50 billion times on TikTok, featuring
conversational content, cultural knowledge, and inspiring some young Papuans to actively
learn them. Papuan languages are also being protected through digitalization. Papua New
Guinea's Endangered Languages Project has recorded short videos of folk tales and songs from
Kapaoku and Laroo languages and uploaded them to YouTube. While these videos have
received fewer than 1,000 views, they have been digitally archived. However, digitalization has
also exacerbated linguistic homogenization. Online content is often a combination of lingua
franca and mainstream Austronesian languages. Papuan language content, due to its small
audience, struggles to reach audiences, further widening access inequalities. Bilingual
communities have become a core vehicle for access and are stratified. Urbanization has brought
two groups together, forming bilingual communities centered on urban fringe communities.
However, this stratification in language usage is evident: the mother tongue is used in family
settings, the regional Austronesian language is used for neighborhood interactions, and the
lingua franca and mainstream Austronesian languages are used in employment and education
settings. This reflects the functional differentiation of "mother tongues carry culture,
Austronesian languages communicate regionally, and lingua franca responds to modern needs."
However, over the long term, Papuan youth's identification with their mother tongue has
weakened. A survey of urban youth in New Guinea showed that approximately 60% use their
mother tongue only when communicating with the elderly, preferring Javanese or English in
daily life. This highlights the crisis in the transmission of Papuan languages[4].

5. The Real Impact of Contact between Austronesian and Papuan
Languages

The contact between Austronesian and Papuan languages has had a dual effect on the regional
language ecology, cultural heritage, and social development—both positively promoting
communication and integration and negatively impacting language endangerment and cultural
homogenization. The weight of these two impacts fluctuates over time. On the positive side,
language contact lays the foundation for cross-cultural collaboration and cultural exchange.
During ancient migrations, the borrowing of maritime and agricultural vocabulary helped
Austronesian people adapt to their new environment and enabled Papuans to master new
technologies, promoting the development of taro cultivation and maritime navigation. During
the pre-colonial trade period, early "trade languages" such as Pidgin reduced intertribal
communication costs, facilitated the cross-regional flow of spices and shells, and established
stable trade networks. In contemporary society, bilingual communities and the spread of
Austronesian languages have broken down tribal isolation. For example, on coffee plantations
in New Guinea, Papuan workers collaborate with managers in Javanese. Culturally, traditional
Papuan mythology, translated through Austronesian languages, spread to Southeast Asia and
the Pacific Islands. Austronesian seafaring ballads were adapted by Papuans and incorporated
with local elements, enriching regional cultural diversity. On the negative side, contact,
especially post-colonial, has severely damaged Papuan language and culture. During the
colonial era, European colonizers designated Austronesian languages like Javanese and Maori
as "sublingua francas" for use in administration and education. Papuan languages, perceived as
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"backward,” were marginalized and their social role diminished. Under contemporary
globalization, lingua francas and mainstream Austronesian languages have squeezed their
presence, with young people prioritizing English and Austronesian languages for employment,
leading to a break in the intergenerational transmission of their mother tongue[5]. Language
endangerment directly leads to the loss of cultural memory. Papuan languages, which carry
ecological knowledge such as plant medicinal uses and climate predictions, as well as tribal
history, are largely passed down orally. When a language disappears, it dies with it. For example,
Koya in Papua New Guinea died out with the death of its last speakers in 2020, leaving behind
knowledge of over a hundred medicinal plants, a permanent loss. Furthermore, contact
exacerbates linguistic inequality, creating a "center-periphery"” structure. Mainstream
Austronesian languages like Javanese and Tagalog, leveraging demographic, political, and
economic advantages, have become the "center," dominating education, media, and
employment, while Papuan languages remain on the "periphery," spoken only in a few tribes or
families. This inequality also impacts social equity: Papuan children in rural New Guinea, whose
mother tongue is a minority language, generally face learning difficulties in Javanese-medium
schools, with dropout rates 30% higher than Austronesian children, highlighting a profound
constraint on social development.

6. Responses to the Language Contact Between Austronesian and Papuan
Languages

To address the issues of "language endangerment” and "ecological imbalance" arising from the
contact between Austronesian and Papuan languages, efforts must be made in three
dimensions: policy support, community engagement, and educational integration, balancing
"protecting diversity" and "promoting communication,” while strengthening regional
collaboration. At the policy level, differentiated protection must be promoted to fill gaps in
Papuan language systems. Special funds could be established to collaborate with linguists and
communities to build digital language libraries. For example, Papua New Guinea is
collaborating with New Zealand's Maori language library to compile surviving materials in the
Lalu and Koya languages. Papua New Guinea should also incorporate elements of the Papuan
language into the public sphere, such as adding translations to public signs on New Guinea and
launching cultural and science programs in Papua on local TV stations, to enhance its social
visibility. Legislation should clarify the status of Papua languages as "regional official
languages” in populated areas, placing them alongside lingua franca and Austronesian
languages, to reduce linguistic inequality. At the community level, we should stimulate
awareness of mother tongue inheritance and give full play to the core role of the grassroots.
Practical mother tongue classes could be organized, with tribal elders teaching mother tongue
conversations and songs during their off-season, combined with traditional crafts. During
festivals such as harvest festivals and coming-of-age ceremonies, rituals and traditional songs
could be performed in the mother tongue to encourage young people to experience the cultural
value of their mother tongue. Incentive mechanisms could be established, offering tribal honors
or financial subsidies to members who participate in mother tongue teaching and content
creation to motivate them. A multi-layered bilingual system should be established at the
educational level to address adaptation challenges[6]. In preschool, the Papuan mother tongue
should be the primary language, with simple Austronesian vocabulary incorporated.
Elementary schools should adopt a bilingual "mother tongue + Austronesian" approach, with
cultural courses taught in the mother tongue and tools taught in Austronesian. From secondary
school onwards, English should be gradually introduced, while retaining the mother tongue's
cultural curriculum. At the same time, universities should collaborate to train bilingual teachers.
For example, the Indonesian government could collaborate with universities to offer a "Papuan
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Language Bilingual Education Program" to specifically train teachers for New Guinea and
address teacher shortages. Furthermore, regional cooperation should be strengthened, with
the establishment of an "Austronesian-Papuan Language Exchange Forum" bringing together
government representatives, linguists, and community leaders from Indonesia, Papua New
Guinea, New Zealand, and other countries to share experiences in Maorilanguage revitalization,
forming a cross-regional collaborative network to avoid single-country efforts and improve
response efficiency.

7. Conclusion

The contact between Austronesian and Papuan languages is a history of language interaction
that parallels human migration and social change. From ancient "survival-complementary"
contact, pre-colonial "cultural collaboration" contact, colonial "power-dominated"” contact, and
contemporary "ecological reconstruction" contact under globalization, the interaction between
the two languages has always been closely linked to social needs and power structures, forming
a progressive contact mechanism of "lexical borrowing, grammatical penetration, and language
mixing." Currently, the two languages exhibit a clear "strong South, weak Papuan" pattern:
mainstream Austronesian languages, supported by policies, media, and education, firmly
dominate the public sphere; while Papuan languages, mostly minority languages, face the risk
of intergenerational transmission interruptions and loss of cultural memory. Inequality in
language contact further disrupts the regional language ecology. This pattern has brought both
positive benefits, such as facilitated cross-cultural communication and enhanced production
collaboration, and negative consequences, such as reduced linguistic diversity and increased
social stratification, precisely reflecting theLanguage contact is complex and dualistic.
Addressing current challenges requires coordinated efforts across three dimensions: policy,
community, and education. Policy initiatives should ensure the survival of Papuan languages
through differentiated measures; community participation should strengthen awareness of
mother tongue heritage; and education should promote bilingual integration to ensure the
continued function of mother tongues. Regional cooperation should also be leveraged to build
communication networks and enhance overall response efficiency. Future research could
further focus on specific areas such as the spread of Papuan languages in a digital context and
the changing language attitudes of bilingual communities. Integrating specific field survey data
will provide more precise practical references for language protection. In reality, the contact
between two languages is not simply an interaction between linguistic systems but also a
struggle between cultural identity and social power. Protecting Papuan languages is, in essence,
about safeguarding regional cultural diversity and historical memory. Promoting equal
interaction between the two languages is a key path to achieving regional social equity and a
balanced language ecosystem. Only by respecting the diverse value of languages and addressing
inequalities in contact through human intervention can the two languages coexist in a
globalized world and continue to contribute to the richness of the human language ecosystem.
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