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	ABSTRACT

	The relationship between Indonesia and China left tangible imprints on the Mandarin lexicon. One such trace can be found in the loanword 榴莲 (liúlián), which refers to durian. This article examines the loanword as a product of non-colonial language contact and as a reflection of how cultural experiences from Southeast Asia—particularly Indonesia—have been introduced into and utilised within Mandarin Chinese. The study approaches loanwords not merely as matters of linguistic form, but as part of a broader process of cultural meaning-making. This research adopts a qualitative approach that integrates historical analysis, structural linguistic analysis, and perspectives from cultural linguistics. The data are drawn from authoritative Mandarin dictionaries, modern Mandarin texts, and historical sources discussing maritime trade and the mobility of Chinese communities in Southeast Asia in earlier periods. Through this approach, the analysis focuses on the origin of the term, the ways in which Mandarin adapts foreign sounds and characters, and the cultural meanings associated with the use of 榴莲 (liúlián) in Mandarin. The findings indicate that the incorporation of 榴莲 (liúlián) into Mandarin was not driven solely by the need to name a foreign object, but was closely tied to direct experience through trade and socio-cultural interaction. In Mandarin, 榴莲 (liúlián) does not merely denote a tropical fruit known for its distinctive aroma; rather, it serves as a living record of historical connections and cross-cultural exchange, as well as a symbol of longstanding ties and mutual engagement between Southeast Asian societies and China.
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INTRODUCTION
Language contact arises as a result of social, economic, and cultural interactions that take place over a long period of time between people. One of the most easily recognizable impacts of this process is the presence of loanwords, which are vocabulary items borrowed to refer to concepts, objects, or cultural practices that were previously unknown in the recipient language (Aliyeva 2025; Ismoilova et al. 2025; Molatou 2024; Shukurlu 2025). In contemporary linguistic studies, loanwords are no longer seen solely as the result of phonological or orthographic adaptation, but also as a medium of cultural representation, which shows how a language community understands and interprets another culture through its lexicon.
In the historical relationship between the archipelago and the Chinese-speaking world, cross-cultural exchanges have taken place since the early days of Asian maritime trade. Southeast Asia, especially the archipelago, plays a role as a center for the circulation of tropical commodities, botanical knowledge, and cultural practices. At that time, the Malay language—which later developed into Indonesian—was widely used as a lingua franca. It is through this network of trade and population mobility that various cultural concepts and vocabulary originating from the archipelago became known to the Chinese community, both through direct trade interactions and through the lives of the Indonesian diaspora (Hall 2016; Hertzman 2017; Setijadi 2023; Widiatmo et al. 2024; Wiratri 2023).
This phenomenon can be clearly observed in the word 榴莲 (liúlián, 'durian'). This term refers to a tropical plant that is not only economically important, but also carries strong social and symbolic meaning, especially in Indonesian culture. The word durian, for example, is not only seen as a fruit, but also as a marker of culinary identity and a quintessential object of the tropics. The inclusion of this word into Chinese shows that this object has exerted considerable influence on the lives of Chinese people. This lexical borrowing takes place selectively, closely related to the intensity of cultural interaction and the social value of the borrowed object.
Unlike Mandarin loanwords derived from European languages—which generally relate to modern technology, science, or institutions—words such as 榴莲 (liúlián, 'durian') reflect non-colonial cultural contact rooted in direct experience, primarily through consumption, trade, and social practices. This shows that borrowing from Indonesian into Chinese occurs mainly in the realm of concrete culture, rather than in abstract concepts or institutional systems. Thus, this word can be understood as a linguistic marker of the history of maritime interactions and daily life, rather than as the result of political or ideological domination (Campling et al. 2021; Das 2019).
Several previous studies have examined loanwords as cultural representations in Chinese. Gao (2025), in their seminal work revealed that modern Chinese contains international loanwords serving as records of cultural collaboration between nations. Lemeshchenko-Lagoda (2023), emphasized that vocabulary changes are inseparable from national culture, requiring examination of the hidden meanings within words. Liu et al. (1984) provided comprehensive lexicographic documentation confirming that words such as 榴莲 (liúlián) originated from Indonesian and Malay sources. Building upon these foundations, the present research extends the analysis by focusing specifically on how 榴莲 (liúlián) serves as a cultural representation of Indonesian experience within the Mandarin lexicon through integrated historical, structural, and cultural linguistic analysis.
Bonvillain (2019) stated that a language is influenced by the social factors of a society that are always in motion. The origin and change of a vocabulary item can never be separated from the culture of a nation. Therefore, research must not only attend to the structure, categorization, and combination of vocabulary, but also to the specific meanings concealed within particular words (Antons et al. 2016; Baugh 2017; Bilmes 2015; Chan 2015; Isoaho et al. 2021). In Chinese, the word 榴莲 (liúlián, 'durian') not only functions as a designation for a tropical object, but also carries a particular social image of Southeast Asia as an exotic tropical region rich in natural resources. The selection of Chinese phonological representations and characters in the borrowing process also reinforces the representational function of this word within the Chinese language system, allowing it to be accepted by Chinese speakers in daily life (F. Gao 2026; Lu 2022; Myers 2019; D. Zhang 2017; L. Zhang 2024).
Starting from this understanding, this study places the word 榴莲 (liúlián, 'durian') as the main case study to examine how Indonesian loanwords in Chinese represent their culture of origin. By tracing the origins, transmission routes, and cultural meanings inherent in this term, this study seeks to demonstrate that lexical borrowing is not only a linguistic phenomenon, but also an archive and cultural intermediary that records the long history of maritime contact and cultural exchange between the Indonesian people and the Chinese-speaking world.

METHOD
This study applied a qualitative-descriptive approach based on historical linguistics and cultural linguistics to examine how culture is represented through Indonesian words in Chinese. The qualitative approach was chosen because the main focus of this study is not on the calculation of the frequency of word use, but on tracing the process of lexical borrowing, the mechanism of language adaptation, and the accompanying cultural meaning. By combining diachronic analysis, language structure analysis, and cultural significance study, this study seeks to provide a complete picture of the dynamics of language contact between the people of the archipelago and the Chinese-speaking world.
The object of study in this study is focused on two main absorption words, namely 榴莲 (liúlián, durian). The word was chosen as a case study because it is rooted in the context of Southeast Asian culture, has been officially recognized in modern Chinese dictionaries, and has an important social and symbolic role in Indonesian culture. The unit of analysis covers phonological, graphemic, and semantic aspects, as well as the context of the use of these words in various Chinese discourses, thus allowing a thorough reading of the process of language adaptation and cultural representation that occurs.
The research data was obtained from three main source groups. First, lexicographic data are taken from authoritative Chinese dictionaries, such as Xiàndài Hànyǔ Cídiǎn 《现代汉语词典》 and the dictionary of  absorbed words Hànyǔ Wàiláicí Cídiǎn《汉语外来词词典》which is a type of leading dictionary that has always been a source of research on Chinese absorption words. This is done to ensure the status of the two words as absorption words and the standard meaning attached to them. Second, corpus-based data was collected from modern Chinese texts, including media articles, popular writings, and online sources, to observe how the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) is used in real life in various discourse contexts. Third, secondary historical and ethnographic data were collected from academic literature discussing Southeast Asia-China maritime trade, the archipelago's Chinese diaspora, and anthropological studies related to culinary cultural practices.
The data collection process is carried out through several interrelated stages, starting from lexical inventory to identify and verify the absorption words that are the focus of the research. The next stage is etymological tracing to examine the origin of the word and its historical transmission route. In addition, examples of word usage are extracted from the Chinese corpus and then classified based on phonological, character and semantic aspects. This step allows for a systematic analysis of the form and meaning of words in the context of diverse usages.
Data analysis is carried out through three main stages. First, etymological-diachronic analysis is used to trace the relationship between the form of the word in Indonesian and its form in Chinese, as well as to reveal the historical context behind the lexical borrowing. Second, the analysis of linguistic adaptation was directed at the adjustment of sounds with the Chinese phonological system as well as the selection of Han characters in  the process of word absorption, including the implications of the meaning that arise from the selected characters. Third, the analysis of cultural representation is carried out by utilizing the linguistic framework of culture, especially the concept of conceptualization of collective culture, to understand how 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) forms the  typical image  of Southeast Asia, especially Indonesia, in the lexicon and discourse of the Chinese language.
To maintain the validity of the data and analysis results, this study applies source triangulation by comparing findings from dictionaries, corpuses, and historical literature. Etymology search is also carried out by referring to more than one academic source to improve the accuracy of the data source. All stages of analysis are explained openly so that they can be explored and continued in more depth so that they can be used for the benefit of further research.
This study has limitations because it only focuses on two case studies, so it is not intended to make quantitative generalizations of all Indonesian words in Chinese. However, this limitation actually opens up space for a deeper theoretical approach to qualitative analysis. All data used are sourced from academic literature and open sources, so that this research can be fully proven to be true and does not raise ethical research issues.
This study aims to examine how the Indonesian loanword 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) in Mandarin Chinese represents its culture of origin through historical, structural, and cultural linguistic analysis. The benefits of this research are to contribute to the understanding of loanwords as cultural archives, to enrich the field of cultural linguistics in Asian contexts, and to provide insights into the historical and contemporary Indonesia-China cultural relations as reflected in language.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) is not only one of the typical tropical fruits  of  Southeast Asia, but also a symbol of the historical and cultural relations of Southeast Asian countries, especially Indonesia and China. Therefore, this research focuses on tracing the cultural meaning and representation  of the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) where this word has been recorded and used in Chinese since ancient times. The analysis of these two words is through three main approaches, namely etymological/historical, word structure (phonological adaptation and character) and cultural representation in the Chinese lexicon contained in this word.
Etymological and Historical Analysis 
As we already know, the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) in Indonesian is a noun and means a fruit that has a thick skin, has thorns and has a sharp aroma, or literally means "fruit with thorns".  Liu (1984) in the Hanyu Wailaici Cidian absorption dictionary (汉语外来词词典, 1984) states that the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) or called Durio zibethinus is an absorption word that originated from Indonesia. The note on the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) is also closely related to Admiral Cheng Ho from the Ming Dynasty. Some classic Chinese historical works contain the maritime voyage record of  Admiral Cheng Ho (郑和) when carrying out his mission in several Southeast Asian countries, one of which is Indonesia. One of Admiral Cheng Ho's aides  at the time, Gong (1434) in his work  titled Xi Yang Fan Guo Zhi (西洋番国志) and a skilled translator Fei (1436) in his work Xing Cha Sheng Lan (星槎胜览) and Ma (1451) in his work Ying Ya Sheng Lan (瀛涯胜览) recorded in detail the things found by them during their travel mission, especially in the Sumatra Islands records section they recorded the characteristics of durian fruit in terms of shape, size, aroma, and taste and were named 賭爾焉 (dǔ ěr yān). 
During the Qian Long Empire, Qing Dynasty (1711-1799) there was also an explorer from Fujian named Wang Dahai in his travel book entitled Hai Dao Yi Zhi (海岛逸志) also wrote the same thing about the characteristics of this durian fruit. From some of the above Chinese historical sources, of course the naming of the word durian is recorded with similar or similar character writing, so the phonetic pronunciation for this foreign object also has a slight difference. However, historian Guo (2021) who has compared and analyzed ancient historical sources stated that in the recording of maritime voyages, there are many factors that cause differences in the character of durian writing in several historical records. However, he confirmed that 賭爾焉 (dǔ ěr yān) was recognized as an early designation for durian in ancient China before it was revised to  the word 榴莲 (liúlián).   
On the other hand, other foreign writers such as Pyrard (1619) in his travel account entitled The Voyage of Francois Pyrard of Laval, to the East Indies, the Maldives, the Moluccas and Brazil, who explained the characteristics of durian fruit having the size of a pumpkin. Bauhin (1623) also admitted that this fruit was found around Malacca. Another writer is Rumphius (1741) in the Herbarium Amboinense it is known that when he was conducting research around Maluku, Ambon (Indonesia) found that local residents used the aroma of this fruit to catch animals such as Viverra zibetha or zibetto. 
From some of these ancient records, we can conclude that the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian)  in Chinese has a close connection with its origin with the Indonesian archipelago, which describes a unique fruit with a thick, prickly skin, and a sharp aroma. Some ancient historical evidence from the travel mission records of Admiral Cheng Ho and other Western writers, also write down the uniqueness of this fruit in their travel records. This also shows that the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) has been known for a long time in Southeast Asia, especially in the regions of Sumatra and Maluku, with its distinctive physical characteristics and aroma. This not only shows the origin  of the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian),  but also how this word became a cultural bridge between Indonesia and the outside world, including China. 
Analysis in terms of word structure
The word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) for the Chinese people was originally a foreign fruit that entered mainland China and not many people knew about it at the time, so the naming in Chinese  only relied on the pronunciation of the word they heard at the time. In other words, durian words from the origin language begin to adapt and readjust to the pronunciation of the word (phonetic) in their target language. According to the modern dictionary of Xiandai Hanyu Cidian《现代汉语词典》, the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) writes the meaning and characteristics of durian fruit which is a type of tall woody tree with elongated oval-shaped leaves, the fruit is round, the surface has many thorns, the flesh is whitish and edible and comes from the Malay Islands. We can know that this word is a phonetic transliteration, not a translation of meaning. In the Mandarin morphological system, this word only serves as a root word, not as a derivative word or other compound word. 
The word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) in Chinese also has an equivalence between two characters (榴and莲) with their phonetic sounds. First, we can see that these two characters are prefixed or represented by the radical 木(mù) in the first character 榴(liú) which means wood and the radical 艹 (cǎo) in the second character 莲(lián) which means plants. We can know that durian is a name for plants (fruits) that have been known and recognized by the Chinese people. Therefore, the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) in Chinese, although it is only an adaptation of a transliteration or phonetic translation from a foreign language, in terms of character formation has been adjusted to the standardization of the Han character represented by the radical form of the character, namely as a large category of plants. Through this radical character, this character is one of the ways for the Chinese people to recognize the meaning  of the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) as a word related to plants.
In terms of phonological sound adaptation, the process of absorbing (adapting) the word durian to 榴莲 (liúlián) has limited phonotactic limitations, where there are several processes, namely: 1) adjustment of the initial consonants, where the phoneme /d/ in Indonesian cannot be used or brought back directly into Chinese. Mandarin does not have the voiced explosive consonant /d/. Therefore, the initial sound is realized as /l/, which is articulately relatively close and can be used familiarly in historical phonetic adaptations. 2) elimination of the phoneme /r/, where this sound is not in accordance with the rules of Chinese phonetics so that it cannot be adapted in real terms but must be eliminated. 3) Restructuring into two syllables. The word durian is broken down into two Mandarin syllables, namely liú and lián. 
The adaptation of phonological sounds and Han characters to the word 榴莲 (liúlián, durian)  shows that the process of adaptation of this word is not only aimed at maintaining the precise similarity of the sounds of the original language, but also as a counterpart to the systemically acceptable adaptation of the word absorption by the Chinese people in their Chinese.
Analysis in terms of cultural representation
Gao & Liu (1958) in a research book on  the absorption words of Xiandai Hanyu Wailaici Yanjiu《现代汉语外来词研究》 revealed that in modern Chinese absorption words there are many words that are international. Although these words come from a certain language that is absorbed by Mandarin, in fact this word is already a record of collaboration between cultures. Therefore, the word Indonesia in Chinese is no longer considered as a property belonging to a tropical country (Indonesia) only, but also a collaboration between harmonious countries. In other words, 榴莲 (liúlián, durian) in Chinese is not only a foreign absorption word for a botanical object originating from a tropical country (Indonesia), but also as a cultural representation that represents the contact of relations between Southeast Asia, especially between Indonesia and China. 
In addition, Su (2025) stated that fruit has a function to help establish large relationships (between countries). This can be seen from the international event some time ago held and known as the Durian Diplomacy event (榴莲外交liúlián wàijiāo) event where this event aims to strengthen the relationship and strong bond between Southeast Asian countries (ASEAN) and China. Thus, durian is not only a symbol of kinship between ASEAN countries and China, but also as a driver of economic growth. Therefore, the word 榴莲 (liúlián) not only serves as a tropical catchword typical of ASEAN, but also serves as cultural diplomacy and a symbol of friendship between countries. Through this word, we can also look back at the past and present history that has existed between Indonesia and China since ancient times, as well as a reflection of international relations that run effectively.
 
CONCLUSION
This study demonstrates that lexical borrowing cannot be understood solely as a formal linguistic phenomenon, but rather as the product of long and layered cultural interaction. Through the analysis of 榴莲 (liúlián, 'durian'), it is evident that the borrowing of this term from Indonesian into Mandarin Chinese took place within the context of sustained Southeast Asian-China maritime relations, reflecting processes of phonological and graphemic adaptation as well as traces of trade history, human mobility, and cross-cultural exchange between the peoples of the archipelago and the Chinese-speaking world. The systematic adaptation of durian into 榴莲 (liúlián)—through sound selection, syllable simplification, and the use of plant-related radicals in Chinese characters—demonstrates that the borrowing process was oriented towards social acceptance and full integration into the modern Mandarin lexicon rather than treatment as a foreign element. From a cultural-linguistic perspective, 榴莲 (liúlián) further functions as a symbolic representation of Southeast Asia, particularly Indonesia, carrying associations of tropical abundance, natural wealth, and culinary distinctiveness that have been reinforced through both historical experience and contemporary discourse, including the practice of durian diplomacy, which has elevated the fruit into a symbol of regional friendship and cooperation. Future research could expand upon these findings by examining other Indonesian loanwords in Mandarin Chinese, enabling a broader and more systematic understanding of the role that language plays in recording, shaping, and mediating cross-cultural relationships across the Asian region.
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