ISSN 1798-4769
Journal of Language Teaching and Research, Vol. 16, No. 3, pp. 957-965, May 2025
DOTI: https://doi.org/10.17507/j1tr.1603.26

A Holistic Study of Merap Language Mapping in
Relation to the Term Punan-Merap

R. Yohanes Radjaban
English Literature Department, University of Technology Yogyakarta, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

Eko Setyo Humanika
English Literature Department, University of Technology Yogyakarta, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

Burhanuddin Arafah

English Department, Faculty of Cultural Sciences, Hasanuddin University, Makassar, Indonesia

Abstract—This study aimed to ensure the mapping of Merap language is based on the actual language family,
addressing two key questions, including (1) the classification of Merap language within Punan sub-family, and
(2) the reason behind its inclusion in Punan sub-family mapping. A qualitative holistic method was adopted,
combining historical and factual field data to ensure a comprehensive analysis. The primary data was derived
from electronic documents, including online language mapping, and two historical documents by Victor T. King
(1993) and Lontaan (1975). Through a detailed examination of these documentary sources, supported by
objective and in-depth interviews, significant inaccuracies were identified in mapping the Merap language. One
key issue was the historical use of the idiomatic term "Punan-Merap’, which had been misinterpreted as a basis
for language mapping. The analysis results showed that Merap language did not belong to Punan sub-family.
Instead, the term 'Punan-Merap' referred to a community of Punans living along the Merap River rather than
indicating a linguistic relationship. Further analysis suggested that the coexistence of the Punan tribe and the
Merap community in various areas of North Borneo has led to the frequent use of 'Punan-Merap' as a collective
term. This term has subsequently been misrepresented in language mapping, creating the impression that Merap
was a dialect or sub-language of Punan.

Index Terms—mapping, language families, Merap, Punan

1. INTRODUCTION

In modern communication, people are expected to communicate effectively by adhering to logical principles (Yulianti
et al., 2023). Despite its central role, language can often confuse listeners due to the frequent use of figurative expressions
(Baa et al., 2023). Beyond spoken interactions, language also serves as a tool for written communication between writers
and readers, particularly in literature (Asri et al., 2023; Fadillah et al., 2022). Figurative language in literary works, such
as metaphors, signs, and symbols, adds aesthetic value by reflecting the writer's emotions, ideas, or states of being
(Manugeren et al., 2023; Mutmainnah et al., 2022). The significance of language in communication shows how minor
errors can lead to misinterpretations, specifically when messages are conveyed implicitly (Iksora et al., 2022; Kuswanty
et al., 2023).

Indonesia is enriched by diverse traditions and customs, representing the cultural wealth of its society (Takwa et al.,
2024a). With over a thousand tribes scattered across the archipelago country, each possesses unique traditions, rituals,
and a local language (Arafah et al., 2020). The local language, being a cultural product, results from the conventions of a
specific community (Mofu et al., 2024). As a cultural product, language is passed down through generations, guiding
proper behaviour and respectful communication (Takwa et al., 2024b; Takwa et al., 2022a). Previous investigations
showed that the younger generation of the Tolaki Mekongga people in Southeast Sulawesi have experienced a decline in
using their local language due to the influence of modernity (Suhadi et al., 2022; Halil et al., 2024). Human behaviour
has significantly altered the environment (Jaelani et al., 2024). The widespread use of social media, driven by
advancements in information technology, is one of the most profound changes in the modern era (Arafah & Hasyim,
2023a; Arafah & Hasyim, 2023b). Additionally, the introduction of Industry 5.0 has accelerated these changes. The
pandemic intensified such a phenomenon, with people relying on gadgets and social media more than ever (Kaharuddin
et al., 2024). To address the challenges, awareness about preserving cultural heritage is needed to prevent it from being
eroded (Arafah et al., 2021). The preservation of cultural heritage ensures that values and traditions are passed on, shaping
the character of younger generations (Misnah et al., 2024; Mokoginta & Arafah, 2022). Building optimism among youth
and fostering positive emotions can play an important role in solving the issues (Arafah et al., 2024).

Language covers a lexicon of words and expressions commonly used by a local community (Takwa et al., 2022b). For
instance, the Dayak language represents the linguistic diversity of the Dayak people in Kalimantan. According to Lontaan
(1975) and Rautner (2005), there are 142 Dayak languages in Kalimantan, which are derived from the seven major tribes
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identified in the region (Srisulia, 2012). Dayak people share a deep connection with nature, significantly influencing their
way of life (Siwi et al., 2022). Interestingly, the Dayak community is often named after the rivers they inhabit. The practice
shows their close relationship with their surroundings and also aids in establishing a clear cultural and linguistic identity
(Arafah & Hasyim, 2019). The Kayan tribe refers to Dayak people residing along the Kayan River, while the Merap tribe
refers to those living near the Merap River. This pattern applies to other Dayak communities, collectively known as the
Indigenous people of Kalimantan (Ngo, 1975). A unique aspect of Dayak culture is the periodic relocation of villages,
which changes every 14 to 15 years (Arifin et al., 2022).

When the Dayak community migrates from one river region to another, their tribal names change accordingly. For
instance, a group initially residing along the Kayan River and later moving to the Bahau River in North Kalimantan will
no longer identify as Kayan but as Bahau people. This naming practice suggests that many of the 142 identified Dayak
languages may be linguistic variants or dialects of existing languages rather than entirely distinct ones. The displacement
of a community and the resulting renaming of groups often contribute to such linguistic diversity. As a result, some experts
argued that the actual number of distinct languages in Kalimantan was likely lower than 142. This perspective aligns with
data from Dayak tribe mapping, which shows the dynamic and interconnected nature of their linguistic landscape. The
map below, proposed by Srisulia (2012), expresses the distribution of the seven major tribes across Kalimantan, providing
valuable insight into the region's complex linguistic and cultural diversity.

Based on the previous mapping, Dayak tribes are categorized into seven major tribal groups: Ngaju, Apo Kayan, Iban,
Klementan, Murut, Punan, and Ot Danum. The sub-family in such groups typically developed as a result of the
displacement of their community. To indicate affiliation with one of the seven major tribes, the sub-family often includes
the name of their parent tribe followed by the designation (Kompas, 2013). For instance, the Bahau tribe is identified as
'Kayan Bahau,' reflecting its origin from the Kayan tribe, who originally lived along the Kayan River before relocating to
the Bahau River. This naming pattern also applies to other tribes, such as Punan Tuvu, Murut Tahol, and Kenyah Kelinyau.
One significant name frequently appearing in the existing literature is "Punan Merap' (Lontaan, 1975; King, 1993). From
the naming structure, it can be interpreted that Merap is a sub-family of Punan. Previous investigations regarding language
have been conducted for various purposes, including academic study (Arafah & Kaharuddin, 2019; Arnawa & Arafah,
2023), exploring cultural relations through language (Arafah et al., 2023), and analyzing figurative language in literature
to enhance its appeal (Asriyanti et al., 2022). Further linguistic study on the Merap language has produced different results.
Contrary to previous assumptions, field data indicates that Merap is not a sub-family of Punan but rather a sub-family of
the Kayan tribe. This details how and why such a distinction is made from the focus of this study.

Figure 1. Map of 7 Great Dayak Tribes (Srisulia, 2012)

II. METHOD

This study adopted a holistic qualitative method, focusing on three data types: genetic, objective, and affective. The
genetic data referred to historical data about the Dayak tribe, consisting of written documents on Dayak history and events
that have become oral traditions passed down through generations. Objective data pertained to the Merap language,
comprising data about its speakers, distribution, and linguistic typology. Meanwhile, affective data captured the
perspectives and opinions of native Merap language speakers regarding their language and its significance.

To gather genetic data, a literature review on the history of the Dayak tribe was conducted, drawing from sources such
as King (1993), Ngo (1975), and Sander (1995). Objective data was collected by recording speech from native Merap
speakers to analyze their linguistic typology. Additionally, linguistic comparisons with the Punan Tuvu language enriched
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the analysis. Affective data was obtained through in-depth interviews with native Merap speakers, exploring several views
on the Merap language and its relationship to the Punan language.

As proposed by previous investigations, a linguistic comparison between Punan and other languages was used to
reinforce the study’s main argument. This comparison helped to strengthen the language mapping analysis. By integrating
data from the three sources, including historical, linguistic, and affective, a thorough examination of the Merap language’s
history, typology, linguistic relationships, and cultural significance was conducted, leading to a conclusion regarding its
classification in the language family.

III. DISCUSSION

A. Data Dian Event Document

A Catholic priest of Dayak descent, Ngo (1975), documented the history of the Dayak people through written records.
The work of the priest focused on the distribution of Dayak people, a narrative that has become widely known among
Dayak elders across Kalimantan. The documentation, written using a typewriter, consisted of two volumes of unpublished
books. In the first volume, Father Ngo recounted the Data Dian Event, a significant historical moment in a place called
Data Dian, located upstream along the Kayan River. The Data Dian Event marked the moment when the first Dayak
arrived in the Kalimantan region. This set of people attempted to cross the Kayan River in order to be protected from an
enemy since their escape from the Chinese Plains around 2,500 BC (King, 1974). Described as seven times the size of an
iron tree, Kayan River posed a daunting challenge. To cross, Dayak held onto a rattan rope tied across the river by a leader
who had already crossed. The other end of the rope was secured to a tree, serving as a grip for the others. While a portion
of the group successfully crossed, the rest were delayed when a shout of "Payau! Payau!" indicating the arrival of a herd
of wild deer was heard. This shout intended to prompt some members to hunt deer for sustenance during the journey.
Although the shout was heard across the river, there was a misunderstanding due to the distance. The shout "Payau!
Payau!" was mistakenly interpreted as "Kayau! Kayau!", which indicated "knife" in Dayak.

The misunderstanding led to confusion among the group, as the person holding the kayak (or knife) near the rattan rope
used for crossing the river was believed to have been cut down with a knife. Consequently, the rattan rope was severed,
preventing the remaining Dayak from crossing the river. This incident caused Dayak tribe to scatter in Kalimantan. The
event became known as the "Data Dian Event," a legendary tale whose factual nature remains uncertain today (Wariso,
1971).

In the second volume, one section of the book discussed the longstanding friendship between the Punan and Kayan
tribes, who inhabited the Kayan River region. Observably, some Kayan and Punan people who managed to cross the river
continued to face threats from an attacking tribe renowned for their expertise in warfare. Kayan people, whose primary
skills were in farming and agriculture, struggled to resist the relentless attacks from the enemy. In need of protection, the
Kayan tribe requested assistance from the Punan tribe, who were highly skilled in hunting and using weapons, including
the Mandau (tribal sword) and arrows. With the help of the Punan tribe, the Kayan tribe successfully repelled the enemy,
securing the Kayan River region as their home. This alliance between the Kayan and Punan tribes have endured since that
time. During conflicts, Merap people, who were descendants of Kayan, have often called upon Punan for assistance in
warfare. In return, Punan received compensation in the form of harvests and agricultural help. The reciprocal recent
relationship continued, as Punan people lived alongside Merap wherever they settled. The mutual aid between these two
groups has fostered a strong bond, giving rise to the term "Punan-Merap" to describe their enduring partnership.

B. Tonal Traces in Map

Merap language was the native language of the Kayan tribe, which inhabited the Merap River region. Due to
geographical factors, the language was primarily understood by the Merap tribe and other communities residing in the 22
Merap areas, particularly in five villages, including Langap, Seturan, Sengayan, Adiu, and Gong Solok. According to
Hudson (1978), the language belonged to the Kayan Murik language group, part of the Kayan sub-family of Borneo
languages. The languages in close contact with Merap included Malay and several other Dayak languages, such as Tidung,
Bulungan, Kenyah, and Murut. These languages intersected frequently due to the engagement of their speakers in trade,
market activities, speedboat transportation, or intermarriage. Malay was also widely used in the Merap-speaking
community, particularly in schools, government offices, and among sub-district employees, health centres, as well as non-
Dayak immigrants. Other languages, including Okolod, Selungai, Lundayeh, Putoh, Punan, and Lengilu, occasionally
intersected with Merap, primarily during large Dayak gatherings, specifically the Malinau Dayak Traditional party known
as Irau (Radjaban, 2013).

Merap language was used in daily communication by the indigenous people of the Merap tribe and others within the
community. It was essential in traditional meetings, marriage ceremonies, and funeral rites. The following were examples
of Merap language usage in daily communication, as shown in speech snippets (1) and (2).

(1) a. Tamae’ hakankie nyae’ kalam moa tei? ‘Is your father at home?’
b. Pouh. Tamae’ hakankao tae ke mue’. ‘No. My father is going to the field.’

(2) “*Mue kata’ pa. Tetau kata’ nei, tetau kapauk klao’. ‘(You both) drink the water. (If you both) cut off this water,
(you both) break your bonds.’
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Datum (1) was an example of speech occurring between speakers of the Merap language in daily conversations, while
datum (2) was a speech delivered by the traditional elders of the Merap tribe during the inauguration of a customary
marriage bond. In this ritual, water was poured into the mouths of the bride and groom. Anthropologically, such an act
symbolized their union, with the marriage bond only being broken upon the death of one of the spouses.

The absence of linguistic documents resulted in the transmission of the Merap language informally to the family sphere.
Only native speakers and immigrants integrated into Merap-speaking communities could learn and master the language.
Merap language was often considered difficult for non-speakers due to its suprasegmental feature, particularly stress,
which significantly determines meaning. Additionally, the articulation of the Merap sound, absent in non-Merap
languages, was influenced by stress in the sequence of lexemes.

Merap was a phonemic language that retained traces of tonic language, particularly in its use of tone as a
suprasegmental feature affecting meaning. It had some minimal characteristics of syllabic languages, with a phoneme
system where each unit was the smallest linear element capable of forming a morpheme and had semantic potential.
Furthermore, Merap featured a morpheme that was "shorter" than syllables, specifically through nasalization, resulting
from the stressed tone's continuation. For instance, the word /"our/ in the sentence "Mue kata pa (Let us drink) showed
this feature.

Morphemes in Merap were formed not only by phonemes but also by suprasegmental elements as phonological units.
There were phonemic features such as changes in the relative syllable boundary (sign —) to the morphemic boundary or
in the morpheme (sign.), which occurred when a root morpheme was prefixed. For instance, /pe/ + /mblai'/ became
/pe.mblai/ (buyer), and /pe/ + /nga-hai/ became /pe.ka-hai/ (speaker). The available data indicated that Merap syllables
were primarily based on vowel sounds, suggesting each vowel had the potential to form a syllable.

According to the principles of phoneme distribution patterns proposed by Gleason (1961), and in combination with
Francis' (1958) distribution patterns, the phonemes of the Merap language could be determined in two ways. Firstly, the
phonemes could be determined through the principle of minimal pair contrast, which is considered subminimal pairs.
When two sounds appeared in contrasting pairs, they were considered separate phonemes. Secondly, the phonemes of the
Merap language could be determined through the principle of phoneme distribution and free variation, which explained
that when two sounds were not in complementary distribution or free variation, they were distinct phonemes. By applying
these principles, the language's phonemes can be described in Table 1.

TABLE 1
TABLE OF MERA PHONEMES
Consonants Vowels
Voiceless Voiced
/p/__pau /b/ baung [i:/ Kiriu
/t/ tempeih /d/ duui el _meik
/k/Kkata' /m/ mah /a:/ lakai'
/sl soya /n/ nuhu'e /o/ _pouh
/h/ _hua' /y/ ngorou' /u/_tung
/I lanae /o) "mue
Irl rauh /ou/ lou
ljl ya /ar/_mblai'
/w/ wae' /au/ marau
/ny/ nyau /or_hui

The lack of sufficient investigations made it challenging to pinpoint the exact roots of the Merap language. However,
available data indicated that the core vocabulary of the language was primarily composed of original Austronesian words,
many of which were fundamental and retained traces of tonal influence that affected their meaning. This could be observed
in the number of phonetically similar words that differed based on their emphasis in speech. The tonal variations played
a significant role in shaping the meaning of the language. Furthermore, the vocabulary of the Merap language was
relatively limited due to the influence of suprasegmental factors, particularly the stress or tone that determined meaning.
Changes in stress points contributed to the formation of words in the Merap language, which led to a relatively short or
limited vocabulary. Instead of relying on affixation, which would lead to multi-syllabic words, Merap language used stress
variations to generate different meanings. Examples of Merap words with varying stress points and meanings are provided
in Table 2.
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TABLE 2
TABLE MERAP VOCABULARY WITH DIFFERENT STRESSES
Merap Meaning (English)

Initial Stress Final Stress Initial Stress Final Stress
‘tuih tui' White Banana
‘nyauh nyau' knife sharpener coconut fronds
"nie nie your mom this
‘'moa moa' House field
lai lai' Want bring
'ngao ngao' Menunggu cat
‘hie hie' Dia chicken
‘bau bau' Rambut bamboo shoot
‘ngue ngue' Rotan dirty

Unlike many other languages in the archipelago country, the Merap language had characteristics of a syllabic language
with minimal affixation. This might be attributed to preserving the language's authenticity, largely unaffected by the
influence of neighbouring languages. Merap language was native to the tribe residing along Kayan River. Historical
records, including those by Ngo (1975), suggested that the early tribes living along the Kayan River migrated to the Bahau
River, a tributary of the Kayan River in North Kalimantan, to escape conflicts with the Iban tribe. Over time, prolonged
tribal wars led many such groups to move again, settling along the Merap River. The tribe residing along the Kayan River
became known as the Kayan tribe, while those near the Bahau River were called the Bahau tribe. The tribe along the
Merap River was designated Merap tribe, with the tribe and its language named after the inhabited watershed area. Despite
sharing the same language, these three groups, including Kayan, Bahau, and Merap, were distinct.

Kayan language was subjected to significant changes when it interacted with other tribes, such as the Kenyah, Tidung,
Chinese, and Malay, which led to a loss of the original tonal characteristics. In contrast, Bahau and Merap languages,
experiencing less linguistic influence, retained tonal characteristics, preserving their distinctive linguistic traits.

As a tonal language, Merap language forms words through stress and pressure changes, influencing vocabulary and
word formation. The vocabulary of Merap could be similar and relatively limited, as the language did not rely on affixation
like other Austronesian languages.

In Merap, word formation often combines two components to create a compound word with a full meaning. These
compounds might consist of whole words or root morphemes. There were two key characteristics of compound words in
Merap: idiomatic meaning and integrity of form. The idiomatic meaning referred to a meaning that could not be derived
from the sum of the individual components, such as kata’ tuih (white water) and kata' kawa (coffee water). The integrity
of the form indicated that no additional words or grammatical elements were inserted between the components, as
evidenced by 'moa klue' (school).

C. Different Blood

The results of the interviews conducted in the field showed that the Merap language belonged to the Kayan language
sub-family. According to the "Dian Data Document," written by Ngo (1975) and supported by its linguistic features,
Merap was confirmed to be a sub-family of the Kayan language. The results corrected the claim that Merap was a Punan
sub-language, as stated in previous documents. Lontaan (1975) and King (1993) classified Merap as a Punan sub-language,
but this classification needed to be revised. Irang Laing, a traditional elder of the Merap tribe, stated in an interview that
it was incorrect to categorize Merap as a sub-family of Punan.

No way. We are different. We have distinct ancestries. Punan and Merap have indeed formed a close and mutually
beneficial alliance throughout history. Yes, it is true that wherever there are Merap people, there are also Punan
people. Punan and Merap have coexisted for generations. In history, Punan and Merap have worked together to
fight enemies. Punan excelled in combat, while Merap people were skilled in farming and agriculture. Punan
helped in battle, and we assisted with food, agricultural products, and other crops. This relationship has been
ongoing throughout history. The expression 'Punan-Merap' reflects the closeness of the bond, but it does not
indicate any blood relation. (Irang Laing, Sengayan, 4 May, 2017)

Field data also showed that the Kayan tribe consisted of four sub-families, each with its own language. These sub-
families inhabited areas along the Kayan, Bahau, Mapan, Ga'ai, and Merap rivers (Ngo, 1975). As explained earlier, the
Dayak people often named their tribes after the surrounding rivers. Therefore, the Kayan tribe was the Dayak people
living along the Kayan River, and the Merap tribe was the Dayak people living along the Merap River. This naming
convention applied to other Dayak tribes as well.

Kayan, Bahau, Mapan, Ga'ai, and Merap languages differed in both phonological and morphological characteristics,
but their speakers could understand each other. It was important to note that the Ga'ai and Merap languages still maintained
tonal characteristics. Both languages continued to use stress as a suprasegmental element in word formation. In contrast,
Kayan, Bahau, and Mapan languages have lost tonal features. Traces of Merap tonal language could be observed in similar
morphemes that differed in stress, as detailed in Table 1.

An interview with a traditional leader, Aran Unyat, showed that the Merap and Punan tribes have distinct mother
tongues.

©2025 ACADEMY PUBLICATION



962 JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH

It is different. We are two (Punan and Merap), not of the same blood. Our languages are different. If we were of
the same blood, they (Punan) would understand our language. However, they do not understand us, even though
we can understand theirs. We are similar to the Mapan, Ga'ai, and Kayan people. They understand our language,
and we understand theirs. We share many similarities, specifically with Bahau people. (Aran Unyat, Langap, 5
May, 2017)

This conversation clearly indicated that the Merap tribe could not be classified as a sub-family of Punan. Geographically,
the Merap and Punan tribes were distinct, each inhabiting a different region. Merap people lived in agricultural and
plantation regions, while Punan people resided outside such zones, even though their proximity allowed regular
interaction. An interview with Encau Liah, a Seturan, South Malinau District, Malinau Regency resident, further affirmed
this distinction.

Yes, Punan people always live near us, on the edge of our gardens. When a village is near our fields, it is a Punan
village. When there are no bores, they help us clear the fields and sometimes assist in harvesting fruits like
bananas and /ae (durian). We do not pay them; they can take what they need from the garden, but only if necessary.
That has always been the way. (Encau Liah, Seturan, Malinau, 5 May, 2017)

Based on the interview and geographical analysis, it was evident that the Merap tribe was not a sub-family of Punan.
People who claimed that Merap was a sub-family of Punan likely had never visited the Merap region but had only heard
stories, particularly about the "Punan-Merap connection". This showed the close relationship between the two tribes,
which was often misinterpreted in the Malinau Regency region.

D. Linguistic Comparison

A historical comparative linguistic study by Aran (2023) from the University of Borner examined the relationship
between the Punan and Kenyah Lepo Tau languages. Aran proposed that the Punan language shared 20% of its vocabulary
with Kenyah Lepo Tau. According to the study, up until 2,844 BC, Punan and Kenyah Lepo Tau were one language, but
they began to diverge significantly around 1,103 BC. Using Morris Swadesh's parameters for calculating language family
resemblance based on vocabulary, it was concluded that by 2023, Punan and Kenyah Lepo Tau were distinct languages.

In the study conducted in 2004 and 2008, Soriente showed the significant linguistic differences between Kenyah Lebu’
Kulit and Oma Léng, which further supported Kenyah and Punan as separate languages. In a separate linguistic analysis,
Radjaban (2019) proposed that Merap belonged to the Kayan language family. The linguistic features of Merap,
particularly phonology, morphology, and syntax, were closely related to those of the Kayan language spoken in five sub-
districts, including Seturan, Ga’ai, Mapan, Gong Solok, along the Kayan River, as well as with Merap language spoken
along Merap River in Malinau, North Borneo.

TABEL 3
COMPARISON BETWEEN 5 SUB-MERAP VOCABULARY AND PUNAN
Lexemes Seturan Ga’ai Mapan Gong Solok Merap Punan

Man lu:ny lu:ny lu:py lu:y lu:y ulu:y
you kie kie kie kie kie nu
white tuih tuih tuih tuih tuih buhak
Cold "pam "pam "pam "pam "pam sanam
Fish tfan tfan tfan tfan tfan hikan

Based on three levels of linguistic analysis, consisting of phonology, morphology, and syntax, the Punan language had
distinct differences from the Merap language, as detailed in Table 4.

TABEL 4
LINGUISTIC LEVEL ANALYSES BETWEEN MERAP AND PUNAN LANGUAGE
Linguistic Levels Merap Punan

Phonology Seven diphthongs (au, ai, ao, oi, ou, ei, eu) | Four diphthongs (ai, i, ui, ei) (Melai & Norahim,
(Radjaban, 2019) 2021)

Morphology Shift stressing is one of the morphological | Vowel tense is one of the morphological
modifications (Radjaban, 2019) modifications (Melai & Norahim, 2021)

Syntax Native question word for quantity typical to the | Native question word for quantity typical to
Austronesian family: kurui Sanskrit family: piro

Table 4 showed the phonological differences between Merap and Punan. For instance, the varieties of vowels and
diphthongs, which were key indicators in determining language family relationships, showed significant distinctions.
Merap retained tonal traces typical of Proto-Austronesian, while Punan featured vowels and diphthongs in line with the
Deuteron-Austronesian language family. Merap used shift stressing as a morphological modification, while Punan
adopted vowel tense.

In terms of syntax, the two languages had considerable differences in constructing interrogative sentences. Merap had
distinct question words that showed the complexity of its language, indicating a more developed system. In contrast,
Punan used fewer question words, suggesting a less complex language structure. Table 4 further presented that the Merap
question word "kuru" was typical of the Austronesian family, while the Punan question word for quantity, " Piro," was
more closely related to the Sanskrit family, resembling the Javanese Piro.
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IV. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the term "Punan-Merap" was commonly found in existing literature. However, classifying Merap as a
sub-family of Punan, as executed by Lontaan (1975), King (1993), and other unpublished references, was an inaccurate
conclusion. Three data sources, including genetic, objective, and affective, showed that Merap was not a sub-family of
Punan but rather a sub-family of the Kayan people. The confusion was understandable due to the frequent use of the term
"Punan-Merap," which described the longstanding mutualistic relationship between the Merap and Punan tribes. The
historical comparative linguistic study further supported the notion that Punan and Merap languages and Punan and Kayan
languages did not belong to the same language family.
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