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Abstract

In 1959, a road was built from Kuching, the state capital of Sarawak, to
Padawan on the Indonesian border. This road facilitated an increased flow of

people and commodities between the villages of the Padawan area and
'urban' centres. Soon, mission schools and wage labour followed, and as rice
gradually shifted from the centre to the periphery of most people's lives, the
path was made clear for the first conversions to Catholicism.

This thesis explores processes of religious change through discussions of the
motivating factors behind conversion and by exploring how the adoption of
Catholicism articulates with the lifeworld as it was before baptism. Although
this research focuses primarily on Kampung Gayu and its offshoot villages,
the analysis presented here contributes to a growing body of literature on the
anthropology of conversion.

Dominant themes from studies of Southeast Asian kinship are drawn
together to show how these can effectively enhance an understanding of
religious change: particularly by exploring relatedness, sociality and
incorporation. Furthermore, the notion of 'fluidity' provides a conceptual
starting point from which the analysis explores 'ethnicity' and the production
of locality, power and 'potency', house form, and work, ritual and the
economy. The thesis demonstrates how a broad range of theoretical interests
are implicated in the study of 'conversion'.
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Glossary
The glossary contains a mixture of words derived both from Bidayuh languages (Biatah or

Pinyawa') or the Malay language (specifically the dialect spoken in Sarawak). Some words
are shared by both.

(B) Bidayuh
(M) Malay language
(B+M) Shared vocabulary in common usage

Abuh (B)

Adat (B+M)

Adat gaivai (B)

Agama (M)
Awah (B)

Ayun (B)

Bangsa (M)
Barns (B)

Belanda (B+M)

Beri gaivai (B)
Beris (B)

Berkat (B+M)
Beivan (B)

Bilek (M)
Biteh (B)

Brumbai (B)

Dawon (B)

Dayung (B)

Day ling beris (B)
Dukun (B+M)
Dukun Ranyak (B)
Gaivai (B+M)

Gotong royong (M)
Grendung (B)

wood-burning hearth
'tradition'; 'culture'

the 'traditional' religion

'religion'
covered portion of the longhouse veranda
the swing used by the Dayung Beris during a ritual
'ethnic group'
uncooked, milled rice; cognate of beras (M)
a 'white' person (B); refers specifically to the Dutch (M)
hut where rituals of Adat Gaivai take place

songs or ritual chants of the Dayung Beris
blessing
necklace used in 'traditional' dance and ritual

room; also used by Iban to denote longhouse apartment

pregnant
a spirit spouse (see Chapter 6)
leaf; cognate of daun (M)
woman

woman who performs beris
ritual specialist of Adat Gawai
leader of the female dukun

a social gathering (B); ritual e.g. Gaivai Man Tubi Ba'uh (ritual
marking the eating of the new rice) (B); common usage in Sarawak:
to refer to the Dayak harvest festival Gaivai Dayak
work group for communal benefit
small bell sewn into 'traditional' costume and worn on the wrists of

male dukun during ritual performances.
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Grumbing (B)
Hnram (M)

Juah (B)

Ju'uh (B)

Kadud (B)

Kampung (M)

Kasah (B)

Kernbak (B)

Kerja rais (B)

Ketap (M)
Kwasa (B)

Mindo teyung babai (B)

Mipis (B)
Muat / umot (B)

Nak Tapah (B)
Nuruk (B)

Nyamba (B)

Nyamba gawai (B)
Padi (B+M)

Pah (B)

Panggah (B)
Peris (B)

Piin (B)

Pingiris (B)

Pinyabah/ sabah (B)
Pugang (B)
Pulau (B+M)

Puna (B)

Pun ramin (B)

Purut (B)

Pu'un bin (B)

Rajar (B)

Rajin (B+M)

white snail shells

'unclean' or forbidden to Muslims

small basket

essence; juice e.g. of fruit
cool; ritually pure and safe

village, sometimes also used to denote neighbourhood; in common

usage in Sarawak to denote place names (e.g. Kampung Gayu)
'traditional' floor mat

padi store

work group for communal (village) benefit
hand tool used in rice harvesting (not in Padawan area)

authority; potency; cognate of kuasa (M)
'ancestral' spirits
action of the ritual involving chicken sacrifice
form of spirit being
children of God/the spirits; the young padi spirits

dibbling; padi planting
the elderly; an older person

the elderly who practice Adat Gawai
unhusked rice; can be milled and eaten or used as seed

betel quid; action of chewing betel
the 'headhouse'

prohibition
water

exchange labour
belief / believe

rice steamed in a tube of bamboo over a wood fire

island (B+M); single padi farm surrounded by forest (B)
state of supernatural danger e.g. caused by refusing food without
touching it
master/mistress of the house; more specifically refers to the head of
a 'descent group'

glutinous rice; cognate of pulut (M)
central altar in 'traditional' ritual

a man who is respected for his knowledge and success

(see Chapter 3)
hard working
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Ramin (B)

Ramin betang (B)
Rataw (B)

Renggah (B)

Re'ung (B)
Sa'am (B)

Samon (B)

Serepak (B)

Simangi (B)

Simangi padi (B)
Skuivai (B)

'Sping (B)

Surau (M)

Tajnw (B)

Tanju (B)

Tapah (B)

Tembaga (M)

Tempoyak (M)

Tenguah (B)
Tetiak (B)

Tun Gnwai (B+M)

Tun Kampung (B+M)
Tubi (B)

Ubnng pasnr (B)

longhouse apartment

longhouse
large group farm

longhouse attic
'traditional' hat that was worn when carrying an infant
small rice offering used in 'traditional' ritual

lullaby; necklace used in 'traditional' dance and ritual
small jar that is part of ritual paraphernalia; 'soul jar'

(see Geddes 1954a)

spirit; 'animating substance'; cognate of semangat (M)
the spirit or soul of the padi
small rice offerings used in 'traditional' ritual

potent liquid used in 'traditional' ritual to confer blessings, ward off
evil spirits etc.
Muslim place of prayer

large storage jars often used for padi seed; cognate of tajau (M)
uncovered veranda of the longhouse: used as a walkway and drying
area

God or spirits
'bronze'; refers here to small figurine
salted durian fruit

notched wood log used as a ladder

large sections of bamboo rolled out flat, often used as walls between
longhouse apartments
leader or head of 'traditional' ritual

village head: common usage throughout Sarawak
cooked rice

chicken coop under the longhouse
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Introduction

When I first met Babai Helman and his wife, they were living in the longhouse in Kampung

Gayu, a Bidayuh village 40 kilometres from Kuching, the state capital of Sarawak, Malaysia.
They were an elderly couple in their seventies who still practiced a religion centred around
rice cultivation. Over the period of my fieldwork they taught me a great deal, beginning with
our very first meeting. When I asked Babai Helman what he called his religion, he paused for
a while before saying hesitantly, "It's just adat... maybe you could call it Adat Gawai."

It was a long time before I fully understood the significance of these words, and coming to
terms with what they mean is a large part of what this thesis is about. Learning about adat
was not just a study of 'religion': it was very much more than that. Adat is law, etiquette,

hospitality, religious beliefs and practices; it is how people dress, dance and sing; it is the
stories they tell from long ago; it is kinship, marriage, birth and death; it is in farming and
the boundaries of their lands. Adat is everything.

When 'religion' is inextricably interwoven with other aspects of daily experience, as it is in
the case of Adat Gawai, then becoming Christian is also something that has to be

conceptualised in a way that makes sense in this context. Since there is so much flow
between the two religious forms, and because of the particular narratives of conversion that
arise from this context, it would be easy to come to the conclusion that 'conversion' is either
tenuous or purely nominal. Sharing the everyday experiences of how people in Kampung

Gayu negotiate both 'religious' forms, however, led me to the conclusion that just as I had to
learn to discard words or concepts as restrictive as 'religion', it was also necessary to
understand that 'conversion' is another word that is bound up with Eurocentric discourses
that are not appropriate in this context. Writing this thesis then, was also a process of
locating and unravelling Bidayuh discourses of religious change.

Kampung Gayu provided an ideal site for the study of a community in various stages of
transition. The local economy, religion and a great many things besides had changed
drastically since the road had been built in 1959, bringing with it missionaries, mission
schools and access to different means of livelihood with increased access to urban centres.

During fieldwork (May 1996-August 1997), I met people who were still in the process of
becoming Catholic and they told me of their experiences of conversion. I also attended the
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rituals of Adat Gawai in both padi farm and village.1 House forms were also in flux and it was

possible in Gayu to observe both longhouse and single family dwellings, and the movement
from one to the other.

The fieldwork

Access to Kampung Gayu was made possible through a young woman from the village
whom I was introduced to by a friend who lived in Kuching. When I met her I discovered
that Gayu appeared to offer all of the criteria that interested me, and also that her family had
an old house that I could live in. When I saw Gayu for the first time, I simply fell in love with
the place and the surrounding mountains.

Some weeks later, my husband, daughter and I moved into the little wooden house that was

to be our home for the next 15 months. Since this was on a Saturday, Pat was on hand to
make the introductions to her family and others in the immediate vicinity. The following
day, we were bundled into our neighbour's van and driven to church where Pat officially
introduced us to the community. This involved standing up on cue and waving at the

congregation (something that all newcomers were subjected to). Later in the proceedings I
was, without warning, called upon to make a speech whereon I stammered a few words
about my interests in local adat.

I then made the great mistake (from a desire to start off as ethically sound as I meant to

continue) of entering into a short explanation of my theoretical interests. Since this was

initially gender based then I was faced with the difficulty of explaining to a church full of
people what I meant by 'gender1. Unfortunately, the only explanation that I could think of at
the time was to say, "Gender ... This means that I am interested in what women and men

do." I think that Pat, interpreting for me in her own language, was merciful with her
translation for there was some delay before the tittering started — presumably those who
spoke English had began a little interpreting of their own. After this somewhat embarrassing
start, we settled down to a routine of gradually getting to know people and helping out in
some of the farms.

I cannot help but smile as I write: this research was primarily conducted by participant
observation. It is hard to imagine anyone let alone an anthropologist being able to avoid
participating in Kampung Gayu. There are frequent occasions when people gather together
to celebrate the rituals of either Catholicism or Adat Gawai; for various fund-raising

1
In this thesis I use the Bahasa Malaysia spelling padi, instead of the English word 'paddy'. Since it

appears frequently in the text, I have chosen not to use italics.
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purposes; to help each other on the farms; or just for the sheer enjoyment of each other's

company. 'Doing things together' is something of a sub-text in this thesis: whatever the event

or the topic of discussion, people generally avoid doing anything alone if at all possible.

It was difficult, at first, to get beyond the initial distrust and wariness with which I was

treated: after all, even I wondered at times what on earth had possessed me to drag my

husband and four year old daughter half way around the world to live in a derelict house in
the middle of Borneo. Showing that we were willing and eager to join in whatever was going
on in the community was the key to gaining acceptance and breaking through that initial
reserve — that and demonstrating by sheer sticking power that we were going to be there for
some time. It was only after attending the funeral of an elderly woman whom I had never

met, in a house that I had never visited before, that I felt I had finally convinced people that I
was just another woman whose husband worked in town (Kuching) and came home at
weekends.

I was urged by my neighbours to attend. They said that every house in the kampung would
send someone and I would simply be representing my house.21 followed them reluctantly,

clutching the customary small bag of rice and some tinned food. The foodstuffs were a

contribution to the family of the deceased who would carry the burden of feeding all of the

people who attended the seven nights of prayers for the dead.

By turning up on this occasion and joining the prayers, and by giving my rice and sharing
theirs, I was shrugging off the mystery attached to being 'Belanda' (a white person) and was

demonstrating in a very public way that their efforts to incorporate me into their community
were succeeding.3 It took my leaving Malaysia and returning to Edinburgh to realise that
being incorporated into Gayu life was not just about being 'accepted' but was also about my

becoming Bidayuh: by sharing rice, being adopted and, most crucially, by participating in
village affairs. My family and I experienced 'ethnicity' as fluid to the point that we realised
that it was perfectly feasible for someone to have more than one ethnicity at a time.

We remained visibly different by virtue of skin tone and language and thus were clearly
marked as Belanda. While we never would be regarded as not being so, there was no

contradiction in our also being regarded as Bidayuh. After all, we ate the same rice, lived in

2 In this thesis I use the word kampung interchangeably with village — as is common practice in
Malaysia. It also appears as a proper noun in the case of place names such as Kampung Gayu.
3 While Belanda in Bahasa Malaysia specifically refers to Dutch people, in this area the word is used
to refer to all 'white people' — also referred to in English as Europeans.
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one of their houses, attended rituals of both the traditional religion and Catholicism and

generally participated in whatever happened to be going on.

If there were prayers for the sick, I was there along with other people from my zone. If there
was a wedding or a death, then I attended as a representative of my household. If there is
one thing that sticks in my mind about Kampung Gayu, it is the great number of occasions
for gathering together in prayer and celebration from rosary groups and birthday blessings
to fund-raising activities. These occasions are collective performances or affirmations of

community membership.

Even the fact that it was I, rather than my husband, who attended these events was often
unremarkable. Like many of the married men of Gayu, Diarmid lived and worked in town

during the week and returned to the village at weekends, therefore any occasion that

required a household representative during the week was always overwhelmingly attended

by women. Weekend events were rather a different story: then the men predominated. The
fact that I was a researcher, however, allowed me a certain latitude. I could attend events

where it might have been more appropriate for my husband to be there in my stead, simply
because of my status as both researcher and foreigner.

Gender became subordinate to my status as a researcher. Interviewing men was expected of
me since it was men who held the most influential positions in the village in terms of

organisation and authority. With the elderly it was different, for the gender differences in
terms of knowledge were not so marked. Both women and men held positions of authority in
terms of Adat Gawai although they occupied gender specific roles.

Although being a female researcher could be regarded as placing restrictions on access, I
found myself in an ideal position where, as a doctoral student, I was expected to interview
men, and as a woman there was no problem vis a vis access to the companionship of other
women. It is still an aspect of my gender, however, that the friendships that I formed were

with other women rather than with men, although one of the closest relationships that I had
was with my adopted father in Gayu.

Having my daughter and husband with me in the field was also a mixed blessing. Like
Cassell and other contributors to Children in the Field (1987) who took their children along on

their fieldwork, I found that Ruth was both an 'emotional anchor' (Cassell 1987: 8) and a

research tool (see Nichter and Nichter 1987). During some of those difficult times that seem

to be an inevitable part of the early days of long term fieldwork, Ruth opened doors for me

4



that might otherwise have remained closed for very much longer. Her blonde hair and blue

eyes made her something of a novelty in Gayu. People were curious, although too polite to
stare or manhandle her as people did in Kuching, the state capital.

As much a part of the research was visiting friends and neighbours; sitting about in the
canteens at Teng Bukap talking to friends; teaching a young woman English and being
regaled by the often hilarious episodes from her adolescent romances; swimming in the
nearby river with the girls next door (to whom I had become the older sister); sharing their

hopes and dreams and the daily ups and downs of school life, boys, fashion and other
matters of concern to young teenagers. Also a part of this participatory research were the

trips that we made to other kampungs: sometimes simply outings accompanied by friends
and at other times small, solo voyages of exploration.

The purchase of a motorbike was a major asset to my fieldwork. Prior to this I (and
sometimes Ruth) was obliged to walk the length of the village when I wanted to visit the

longhouse. Although Kampung Gayu is not large, the houses range along the roadside for
the distance of around three kilometres, and from where I lived to the longhouse was a

round trip of six kilometres: hardly 'popping in' distance when on foot.

The motorbike also made it possible to explore the other Pinyawa' kampungs and conduct
semi-structured interviews with Tua Kampung (village heads) to gather comparative
information.4 Sometimes I simply roamed around, Ruth sitting in front of me with her feet
planted in the shopping basket, and I took full advantage of our novelty value to engage

people in conversation. My favourite ruse was to find the kampung shop: often the front room
of someone's house with a few grocery sundries on display. I would buy a couple of cans of
soft-drink, take a seat on the inevitable bench outside, sip slowly, and before long I would be
engaged in conversation.

Another method of research was to do occasional mini-surveys when I would visit a

selection of houses (chosen for a demographic mix) to do semi-structured interviews. These
interviews usually consisted of between five and ten questions and they were designed for
hypothesis testing and / or were able to throw up new areas to investigate.

Although most of my time was spent simply being sociable, joining in whatever was

4 The Pinyawa' villages are those that originated from the 'mother village', Kampung Gayu. Although
spelled 'Pinyawah' elsewhere (see Gerrits 1994), 1 adopted the present spelling on the advice of
Bidayuh people themselves. The final syllable is a glottal stop.
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happening — such as going to the church, house blessings, and various gawai — I also did
more structured research with the aid of an interpreter, a young woman who lived and
worked in Kuching during the week and returned home at the weekends. Together we

gained access to the kinds of information that I would have found difficult alone.5 She
translated not only the words, but also the concepts, and we focused on aspects of religious
practices that my limited language skills could not cope with. When Patricia translated for
me, we tended to set off to interview specific people: with a fairly clear idea of the kind of
information that we were looking for. It was a different kind of research to that which I
carried out on my own, subject to the usual limitations of using an interpreter, however
Patricia was also an invaluable informant in her own right. She had worked with a previous
researcher (an agricultural economist) and had a considerable knowledge of the area, but we

also learned a lot of new things together and it was fascinating to watch the process of

filtering and assimilation of this knowledge that she went through as we went along. This
informed my understanding of how knowledge of Adat Gawai is learned and transmitted:
some of which I discuss in Chapter 5.

Another strand to my research was the visits that I made to Kuching, travelling on hot, dusty
buses; scrambling for a seat on the way back to the village; and generally learning how to
deal with the to-ing and fro-ing between town and kampung that is a big part of many

people's lives. My ethnography would not be complete without weaving in something of the
flow between the two: just as the kampung impinges on the town, the town is very much

implicated in the lives of those who live in the kampungs. In more theoretical terms, this was

also a means of avoiding the criticism of many Borneo studies that are written in such a way

as to isolate 'the village' from global processes (see Marcus 1986).

I spent the final month of my fieldwork in Kuching, doing research in the Sarawak Museum
Archives. It was here that I read early issues of the Sarawak Gazette, and other sources

difficult to obtain back in Edinburgh, in order to gain another kind of historical context in
which to locate this research.

The research continued long after the fieldwork was over, for then it was time to begin
researching the research. Trying to step back and see my fieldwork experience in a different
way was another learning process that I had to go through in order to generate this thesis.
From learning the 'culture' of the field, I had to learn the 'culture' of the academy: or at least
move into the next stage of initiation.

5 See Busby (2000: xiii-xviii) for a similar discussion.
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As I suggested at the beginning of this introduction, 'seeing' my fieldwork meant discarding
Eurocentric definitions of religion and religious practices. Similarly, I had to learn to relocate
'conversion'.

'Religion'and 'conversion'reconsidered

'Conversion' within Christianity implies drastic change and religious revelation (Bryant and
Lamb 1999: 12). In the popular imagination it is often conceived of as rejecting one religion
(or the lack of a religion) for new beliefs and practices. The new doctrine is evaluated and
tested against other bodies of knowledge and assessed in a propositional manner. So the
convert goes from one state of 'belief (or disbelief) to a new state that is judged to be more

valid or 'truthful' than the one before.

In terms of my fieldwork experience, I have to say that the above does not fit at all with the
narratives of conversion which I heard, nor with the experiences of the converts whom I
knew best. For them conversion did not mean a sharp break with the past, instead it
involved continuity: with changes negotiated along the way (see Aragon 1992: 372-373).

They talked of becoming Catholic because it made their lives easier in practical terms: 'belief
was rarely if ever mentioned as part of this particular discourse.

My first reaction to all this was they were not really 'proper' converts at all: after all, I saw

some people join in Adat Gawai rituals or frame some events in terms of the beliefs that they
had supposedly rejected with their baptisms. But living for over a year in this environment
and participating in the church and farm rituals of both traditions led to a deeper
understanding of the place of religion in the lives of the people of Gayu. The salience of
conversion was not in talk, but in action: just as the meaning of religion itself was

intertwined with everyday life.

Jackson argues that categories such as 'ritual' and 'magic' are often 'figments of our own
intellectual imagination and have no counterparts in the vocabularies and views of those we

study' (1996: 6). This is also true of words such as 'religion' in the English language —

usually used in a completely unproblematic way to refer to something that is assumed to be
in some way bounded from other aspects of experience in any particular society.

This is certainly not the case in Kampung Gayu, and this is (or was in the past) widely
applicable in island Southeast Asia in general (Atkinson 1983). In the early days of fieldwork,
I discovered that there is no word that distinguishes religion as a body of knowledge and
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practices distinct from other aspects of everyday life. I also realised that there was little point
in trying to draw an artificial boundary around something identified as ritual and religion.
Just as religious ideas permeate the everyday, so too does the everyday infiltrate into what
one might try to identify as the religious or sacred.

The above has strong resemblances to Weber's classic distinction between 'traditional' and
'rationalised' religions, particularly in his discussion of disenchantment. He describes the
'traditional' religions as being part of an enchanted world where the spirits are a part of
everyday life and are not restricted to certain domains such as the Christian concepts of
heaven and hell. On the other hand, 'rationalised' religions are those where the worlds of
mankind and the spirits are firmly separated in a process that he has called 'disenchantment'
(Weber 1965).

In Weber's terms, the Bidayuh 'traditional religion' is clearly one of an enchanted world,
however I should emphasise that I diverge from Weber's distinction between 'rationalised'
and 'traditional' religions in some important respects. I do not agree with his evolutionist

position that inevitably places world religions in a superior category mainly because they are

a 'rationalised' form with a systematic doctrine and a clear distance between the sacred and
the profane. For one thing, these polarities cannot be drawn quite so easily, as Geertz
demonstrates in his essay: 'Internal conversion in Bali' where he emphasises practice over

doctrinal issues (Geertz 1993: 176). These practices, however, have a remarkable degree of
order and complexity that could not be regarded as unsystematic. This is also true of Adat
Gawai: it is primarily action orientated, and discussions of doctrine are few and far between.

Similarly, although there is not such a clear-cut distinction between the sacred and the
secular in terms of the environment, there is still a separation between ritual and non-ritual
action. Following Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994), I regard the position that all action is
potentially ritual action as rendering the term 'ritual' completely meaningless. No matter
how casual participants might seem to be to a Western observer, the time and space of a
ritual is nevertheless marked as different: action during a ritual is not the same as at other
times.

The 'traditional religion' cannot be extricated from Bidayuh life as a separate institution in
much the same way as classic studies of gift exchange represent the economy as embedded
in the society of which they are a part (Mauss 1990; Parry and Bloch 1996). For this reason, I
prefer to use the term 'lifeworld' (following Jackson 1996) rather than religion since it
encapsulates everyday, lived experience. This avoids resorting to such loaded terms as
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'worldview' that evokes a certain intellectualist approach to the study of religion. Lifeworld
replaces terms such as 'religion' but, as I have indicated, does not remove the need for a term

that distinguishes between forms of action within the lifeworld. Adat Gawai is therefore a

term that I use to refer to the rituals associated with the non-Christian lifeworld.

The adoption of the term, 'lifeworld', reflects my interest in subsuming the everyday,
individual experiences of my informants within a more overarching analysis. Lifeworld
allows for the variable experiences of individuals, and yet includes the wider picture of
groups of individuals acting together as village members, as Pinyawa' and indeed as citizens
of Malaysia. The way that I employ the term in this thesis is intended to exploit the flow
between practices such as Christian, Muslim, Adat Gawai, or indeed between 'ethnic' labels
such as Malay, Bidayuh or something else. The lifeworld is inclusive: it allows for variation.

One of the reasons that I do not simply confine myself to the use of the indigenous word
'adat' is to avoid confusion with the way that it is used elsewhere in the region. Particularly in
Indonesia, anthropologists write of a distinction between adat and agama, which translates
into something like 'culture' or 'traditions' versus 'religion' (see Atkinson 1983; Kipp 1993;

Kipp and Rogers 1987). Indeed this dichotomy has become ever more distinct because of the
Indonesian government's edict that all should follow a world religion: something that has
never been the case in Malaysia.6 This resulted in a rationalisation process that provoked an

intellectual engagement with the beliefs surrounding the traditional rituals of the

archipelago, not only by academics, but also by the practitioners themselves. This led to

developments such as Hindu Kaharingan in Borneo (see Jay 1991,1993; Tsing 1987,1993)
following the lead of the Balinese who had their religion recognised by the state by
presenting it as a variant of Hinduism (see Geertz 1993).

Following from these developments, the people of Indonesia have become much more

reflective on the subject of belief — no doubt to the delight of anthropologists in their midst
— whereas this has not occurred to the same extent in Sarawak. On Indonesian religions

Kipp and Rodgers write:

Today, the "local ethnic religions," so to speak, are in important part social creations of
the interaction of world religion and village ritual, for before intense contact with
Islam or Christianity, local rituals in many ethnic homelands may not have been
conceptualized as components of a distinctive and systematic domain. Moreover,
"religious belief" may not have been an entity separate from the rest of knowledge
(1987: 3).

6
Although the Malaysian government has never interfered with the freedom to practice any religion,

there are other, more subtle processes at work that promote the adoption of world religions, as this
thesis shall demonstrate.
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The distinction between doctrine and ritual was not always so clear-cut in the Christian
tradition, as both Asad (1993) and Smith (1978) point out. Indeed because of the problems of
defining words or concepts such as religion, Smith suggests that they should be abandoned
altogether since it is all too easy to assume that they refer to an unchanging meaning and
reality. For instance, the English word 'religion', derived from the Latin root religio, has to be
understood in relation to its Roman origins. During this period, there was a tendency to

conceptualise religion and the sacred more in terms of a set of rituals rather than linking
them to God. Thus, 'The word religio, referring to the ceremonies, consequently designated
objectively what we tend to call the outward expression of a belief or attitude that for us is

primarily directed elsewhere' (Smith 1978: 21).

The 'traditional' lifeworld of Gayu people is focused on doing the rituals, with little talk of

cosmology.7 The changes brought with the building of a road in 1959, eventually led to large
numbers of Gayu people becoming Catholic from around 1985 to the early 1990s. This
change in lifeworlds, however, did not necessarily bring a new focus on doctrinal aspects of
Christianity. In fact, although there are some variations in the stories of conversion, one clear
line that comes across from conversion narratives is that the focus on practice or action has
not changed.

Almost everyone who spoke to me about their reasons for converting said that they did so

because being Christian was much easier than following the restrictions and practices of Adat
Gaivai. They spoke of the days wasted through ritual prohibitions when they were unable to
work in their farms; they talked of having to turn back from going to work when they saw

unfavourable omens; and they spoke of the time spent in gathering the intricate series of
offerings required for each ritual. By comparison, they regarded going to church on Sundays
as much easier: it was just "sitting down". There was never any mention of 'faith' or 'belief:
instead any evaluative statements were to the effect that the new ways were simpler.

Similarly, although the dukun (ritual specialists) regarded both Islam and Christianity as a

threat to the continuity of Adat Gaivai, they never passed any judgements about the efficacy
of the new practices or the 'truth' of one over the other. As I discuss more fully in this thesis
(particularly Chapter 6), there are many supernatural beings which coexist in the Bidayuh
lifeworld: adopting Catholicism is simply incorporating a few more into the existing
pantheon. They regard all adat as equally valid, but the problem for the elderly is that they
see Adat Gaivai, bound up as it is with the production of rice, as wholly integrated with who

7
See Tooker (1992) and Kammerer (1991) for a very similar discussion of the Akha of Thailand.
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they are. Their knowledge and skills —as expert rice farmers; dukun; healers and midwives
— have been relegated. Today the voices of authority in the village and church committees

belong to the small business entrepreneurs, civil servants and others who tend to display the

trappings of 'modernity' in the form of cars, vans and concrete houses.

The first batch of literate people who went off to the towns to make a living and returned to

bring up their families, were also the first converts to Catholicism. No longer having rice

farming as their sole or main occupation, they were disconnected from any form of ritual,
and Catholicism began to sit more snugly with the changed lifeworld of the rural-urban
commuter. Not only were the new practices more convenient, but also what they signified was

and still is, very important. Whereas Hefner explores what it is about world religions that is
both so enduring and compelling in terms of knowledge and 'higher Truth' (1993a: 34), I am

more interested in the place of religions in people's lives. As Jackson puts it,
Rather than examine the epistemological status of beliefs it is important to explore
their existential uses and consequences. Our emphasis is thus shifted from what
beliefs "mean" intrinsically to what they are made to mean, and what they accomplish
for those who invoke and use them (1996: 6).

In the first two chapters therefore, I elaborate on the dialectic between lifeworlds and the

politics of conversion. Adat Gawai was replaced by Catholicism both because it was easier,
and also because being Catholic is a way of demonstrating that one is part of a 'modern'
lifeworld.8

An intriguing take on the politics of modernity is highlighted by literature on Indonesian
religions. In Bali, for instance, interest in rationalising the Balinese form of Hinduism grew

with increased outside contact. By the time of Geertz's fieldwork in the 1960s, there were

publications relating to religion by Balinese authors and a growing interest in achieving
wider access to the sacred texts hitherto restricted to Balinese elites. Similarly, as part of what
he calls 'internal conversion', Geertz observed another interesting development. Moving
from a time when people seemed 'much too busy practicing their religion to think (or worry)
very much about it' (1993: 176), he saw growing interest in doing the very opposite —

namely thinking, worrying and talking about it (1993: 185).

Elsewhere in island Southeast Asia, the separation of adat (loosely translated as 'culture') and

agama (religion) is bound up with the politics of the centre and its relationships with those on
the periphery of power. The effect of the Pancasila in Indonesia was to make following

8For excellent discussions of conversion and 'modernity' see van der Veer's (1996) edited collection
and also Comaroff and Comaroff (1991, 1993).

1 1



anything but a world religion suspect (Kipp 1993; Kipp and Rodgers 1987) and people in
Kalimantan (Indonesian Borneo) followed the lead of the Balinese in beginning to rationalise
their religions in terms of written doctrine. In Kalimantan, the 'traditional' religion of the
Ngaju people, for instance, was adapted and renamed as Hindu-Kaharingan in order to seek
affiliation (and thereby acceptance in the eyes of the State) with a 'world religion' (Jay 1991,
1993). 'Kaharingan' was also the name adopted by the Meratus Dayak of Kalimantan for
their religion, although Tsing was unsure whether this had achieved official recognition

during the time that she conducted her fieldwork (Tsing 1994).

Although the Malaysian government has never mounted an attack on 'traditional' religions
in the manner of the Indonesians, there is still a general trend towards adopting world

religions — albeit on a voluntary basis. Those who still practice Adat Gazvai in Kampung

Gayu regard themselves as the last generation that will do so. This was partly why I was

allowed to make recordings of their prayers and was given guidance in the records that I
made of the various rituals that I attended. I was regarded as a resource for the perpetuation
of their memories after they had passed on.

I left behind copies of all of the tapes that I made, photographs of rituals and the offerings
and entertainment associated with them. This thesis, however, was never intended to be a

manual of Adat Gawai. Nevertheless, the will was there to have their practices written and
documented and it could be that along with the process of conservation, 'rationalisation' was

also at work. Following Hefner, it is important to stress that although the desire to have the
practices of Adat Gawai written down is discussed as a possible form of rationalisation, this
process is not linked to any question of rationality. As Hefner argues, anthropologists today
would question any attempts to evaluate different forms of religion in these terms (Hefner
1993a: 14-15).

One thing remains clear: the Gayu of today with its Christian majority does not lend itself to
Weber's (1965) theory of disenchantment. Although the move towards separating adat and
agama is well on its way, there is no doubt that with the coming of Catholicism, the spirits
have not been driven from the hills and farms nor, indeed, from people's lives. As

anthropologists have discovered elsewhere, becoming Christian is more a matter of
incorporating the new into what already exists.9

9 Some recent examples are to be found in edited collections such as Barker (1990) on Oceania,
Hefner (1993) on Southeast Asia, and van der Veer (1996) providing a more global collection of
papers. Also see Aragon (1996, 1992) and Keane (1995) on Indonesia.
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I have established that 'lifeworld' is a more appropriate term to use because religion cannot
be clearly distinguished from other forms of knowledge and practice. It follows from this
that conversion to Christianity is somewhat problematic: there can be no straightforward
replacement or substitution of one 'system of beliefs' for another. Hoskins makes similar

points with reference to conversion from 'spirit worship' to Christianity in Sumba. There too
the notion of conversion is problematic because of the centrality of practice. Indeed, she
states that belief is not necessarily a universal aspect of religion and that full conversion is
not possible until the rationalisation process is complete (Hoskins 1987:158). As I explain in

Chapter 6, however, it is entirely possible to demonstrate belief through the medium of
religious practices (see Tooker 1992). Indeed, for those people in Kampung Gayu who are

illiterate (and also for many who are not) knowledge of Catholic doctrine is so limited that
the fact that Christianity is represented as rationalised makes little difference (see Hefner
1993: 16).

Conversion is a 'problem' because of misconceptions surrounding what this might mean. In
this thesis I argue that it is a process rather than a moment marked by baptism, and it must
be understood in its own right, in the context where it occurs. For this reason, I try to avoid
the use of the word 'conversion' — or, at least, confine its use within inverted commas —

simply because it implies a sharp break with one religion and taking on something new

(Barker 1990:10-11; Aragon 1992: 372-373). It is also a word that carries with it preconceived
('Western') ideas of what this means (Asad 1996: 265-266; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991: 249).

Syncretism and bricolage

Shaw and Stewart (1994) argue that it is time to bring back the term 'syncretism'. They
suggest that the problem was not the concept of syncretism but how it has been used. The
problem arose with the kinds of studies that implied that there are or were two 'pure' forms
of the religions to begin with and took on negative connotations because of the implication
that any blending or merging implied 'impurity'. Another criticism was that religions were

represented as static and unchanging. Locating 'pure' forms of a religion unavoidably
becomes an ahistoric exercise that either harks back to some imagined, 'authentic' era and
shows no indication that in fact, religious practices, (as aspects of 'culture') are also dynamic
and ever-changing.

Syncretism, argue Shaw and Stewart, says little as a word in itself. Instead, they suggest that
we should focus attention on 'processes of religious synthesis and upon discourses of

syncretism' (original emphasis, ibid: 7). As I have already indicated, conversion in Kampung
Gayu is just this: a process of synthesis, however the term syncretism is still one which does
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not really work in this context. As Shaw and Stewart acknowledge, 'where religion is
inseparable from other social practices, we lose the ability to differentiate syncretism from
other sorts of cultural bricolage and hybridization' (1994: 10). For this reason I prefer to
follow the lead of such anthropologists as Jean and John Comaroff who favour the term

'bricolage' (see Comaroff and Comaroff 1991, 1997).

Bricolage is more appropriate than syncretism: especially when one looks at its derivation
from the French word bricoleur. Levi-Strauss describes his usage of bricolage, beginning with
the verb 'bricoler' thus:

It was however always used with reference to some extraneous movement: a ball
rebounding, a dog straying or a horse swerving from its direct course to avoid an
obstacle. And in our own time the 'bricoleur' is still someone who works with his
hands and uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman (1976: 16-17).

The beauty of this definition is that, when applied to changing lifeworlds in Kampung Gayu,
it captures a number of facets of this change emphasised in this thesis. As a verb it captures
movement and change with words such as 'rebounding' and 'swerving', which also suggests

something dynamic and reactive. Images such as 'straying' and avoiding obstacles in

conjunction with the representation of the bricoleur as one of 'devious means' offers a more

ambiguous picture which is also representative of the process of lifeworld change. In terms
of what has happened in my fieldwork area, I regard this as linked to the creative and yet

slightly subversive aspect of inculturation and the indigenisation of Catholicism.10

Another aspect of bricolage, which I find marries well with my findings, is the fact that it
allows for the wide ranging cultural borrowing that goes on everywhere, not just in Sarawak.
Globalisation is such that not only does the 'West' influence the 'East', but the reverse is also
true. So while MacDonalds and the Big Mac infiltrated Borneo (albeit indigenised by the
chilli sauce option), King Ribs with sweet and sour sauce were on the menu back in
Edinburgh. If one were to look for the influences on the lifeworlds of Catholics today in
Kampung Gayu, it would have to be a bricolage of the original adat, the missionaries, urban
Malaysia, global television and forever onwards and outwards.

Colonialism and resistance

Representations of missionary Christianity as an arm of colonial regimes tell only a part of
the story, ignoring as they do the power of religious synthesis (van der Veer 1996). Although
the introduction of Christianity into Sarawak was certainly bound up with the Brooke
administration's desire to 'pacify and civilise' the indigenes, it was also missionary schools

,0This is discussed more fully elsewhere in the thesis, some of which is informed by Kiernan's (1994)
paper on Zulu Zionism.
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that provided an educated workforce to serve as government officers, and ultimately become
the post-colonial administrators.

Elsewhere in the world the colonial encounter has been heavily implicated in processes of
religious change (see Comaroff and Comaroff 1997,1991; Hefner 1998, 1993a, 1993b; Barker

1990; van der Veer 1996) and this was also true of Sarawak — albeit in an unusual take on

what is normally understood by 'colonialism'.

James Brooke, an English adventurer, arrived in the region in 1839 at a time that was

opportune for the events that were to follow. The coastal waters of Borneo were plagued by
pirates, the inland areas were home to warring headhunters, and the territory was governed
by a Bruneian nobility which had raised levels of extortion to an intolerable extent resulting
in a rebellion of both Malays and Dayaks. The Sultan of Brunei's representative in Kuching,
Raja Muda Hashim enlisted James Brooke's aid (particularly the support of his ship and
weaponry) to quell the uprising and he was subsequently offered the title of Rajah and some

of the territory of Sarawak. This was gradually extended over his reign and that of his
successors to what it is today (King 1993; Runciman 1960; Tarling 1971). This history is more

fully discussed in Chapter 1.

Missionaries were allowed access to the non-Muslim people of the state in the hope that
conversion would bring with it a pacifying and 'civilising' effect, thereby making the

indigenes more amenable to the Brooke government (King 1993; Rooney 1981; Runciman
1960; Saunders 1992; Tarling 1971). Although the Anglican missionaries (commonly referred
to as the SPG or the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts) were the first
to arrive in the state in 1848, they were followed only a few decades later in 1881 by Catholic

priests. These priests were predominantly missionaries of the Mill Hill order (Saunders
1992).

The mission schools set up by both denominations were to become the mainstay of the
education system in Sarawak, and were tied into the economy and state power to the extent
that James Brooke regarded them as a potential source of administrative staff for
government posts. The alternative was importing trained personnel from the Malaysian
Peninsula at much increased costs (ibid; Ooi 1991; Rooney 1981).

In the vicinity of Kampung Gayu, however, the missionary project was largely absent until
the Padawan Road was built in 1959. It was not until then that the first schools were built

and the earliest converts were made. As I shall discuss in Chapter 1, although contact with
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Christian 'Others' had a history that stretched back long before this time, it was the children
who attended these schools who later became the first Christians. Boarding schools were

particularly effective in enforcing routines of prayer, recitation and generally what has been
called the 'Christian habit' (Whitehouse 1998: 52-55).

Although this may strike the reader as an extremely brief and certainly incomplete section on

Sarawak history, I leave the matter here since I devote the following chapter to this very

topic. The final work of this introduction is to locate the people of Gayu within the
multiethnic state of Sarawak, firstly as Bidayuh and then in a more localised way. Finally, I
go on to locate this thesis within the wider body of literature on the anthropology of Borneo.

The Bidayuh of Sarawak, Malaysia

Bidayuh is the term commonly used today to refer to those who appeared in the earlier
literature as the Land Dayak.11 Population estimates for 2000 show the Bidayuh to number
167,900 of a state total of 2,001,100 (Department of Statistics 2000). They are a significant

minority of an ethnically diverse population.

Ethnicity tends to be associated with particular localities in Sarawak, although there are

dangers inherent in applying this too rigidly.121 discuss this more fully in Chapter 2,
however, Sarawak people commonly refer to the Bidayuh as inhabitants of the first division
of Sarawak. They are further divided into linguistic sub-groups around the areas Bau-Jagoi;

Kuching District, Penrissen and Padawan (the Biatah speaking areas); and the Bukar Sadong
of the Serian area (Ridu 1989; Dundon 1989). Although it is not entirely clear how these

linguistic categories are defined, the people themselves make these distinctions.
Furthermore, a label such as Bukar-Sadong does not imply that Bidayuh people from this
area speak mutually intelligible dialects. A woman I knew from this area told me that she
could not understand the people who lived in the village on the other side of the road.

Although the Padawan area, where this research was located, did not throw up such
startling examples of linguistic diversity, it is clear that further sub-division is possible.
Whether the linguistic differences are as marked as representations would have it, is unclear.
What I follow with most interest is how a discourse surrounding 'language' differences

" See some of the early publications such as Hose and McDougall's (1993) two volumes published
originally in 1912; and earlier still, Roth's The Natives ofSarawak and British North Borneo
published in 1896 (1968). Among more recent contributions see Leach (1950) and Geddes (1954a,
1954b, 1957). For a discussion of the origin of the term see King (1993: 28-29).
12 As I shall explore further in subsequent chapters, ethnicity is a fluid concept rather than something
fixed and immutable. I use the term with quotation marks implied throughout.
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informs representations of self and other within the broad range of people who call
themselves Bidayuh.

Within the Padawan area itself, further divisions can be identified linked to what have been

referred to as 'mother-villages' or shared villages of origin (Geddes 1954a; Grijpstra 1976: 63).
For instance, those who originated from Kampung Gayu call themselves Pinyawa', and the
Annah people originate from Kampung Annah Rais. The names do not always follow from
the names of villages, since often people named themselves after nearby rivers. Sometimes
names may be changed when it is felt that they carry negative connotations. For instance, the

Gayu people were originally known as the Pingayu, but since this refers to headhunting, the
term was changed (although no-one could remember when) to Pinyawa'. This is simply a

collection of pleasant sounding syllables that have no meaning.

In contrast to the flat lands spreading outwards from and around Kuching, the state capital,
the terrain of the Padawan area is hilly. Steeply sloping hills and thin ribbons of valley give

way to the mountain chains of Penrissen, straddling the Indonesian border, and Bengoh to
the West. Many villages are served by the Padawan and Bengoh Roads, with small feeder
roads connecting them to the main thoroughfares. There are still some villages, however,
that are not connected by road and reaching them entails several hours walk through forest.
For those connected to the road, life is very much easier, since everyone has access to public

transport, infrequent though the buses might be. The wealthier individuals travel by car or

van, others by motorbike.

Kampung Gayu is located along the road that connects the Padawan Road with the other
main road in the area that links Penrissen and Kampung Abang (see fig. 2). Originally on the

slopes of Gayu Mountain, it was relocated at the foot of the mountain during the Brooke era,

after the cessation of headhunting (Gerrits 1994). It is known as the 'mother village' of the

Pinyawa' since it is the point of origin from which new communities were established. As in
other Bidayuh areas, after the abolition of headhunting, people began to build houses closer
to their lands (Geddes 1954; Grijpstra 1976; Winzeler 1993a: 228). Their territories were so

extensive that it is not surprising that new villages were eventually established in the
surrounding area.

In 1997, according to the survey conducted by the sub-district office in Teng Bukap, there
were 672 people living in Kampung Gayu, distributed among 88 households. These figures
include the residents of Patos, a recently established kampung of around five houses located a

few kilometres away from Gayu.
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During my fieldwork, Gayu village consisted of a longhouse with only ten occupied
apartments (ramin), and the remainder of the houses were strung out along the road to Teng
Bukap. Before the longhouse fell into disrepair and people began moving into their roadside
houses, Kampung Gayu was a great tourist attraction. The longhouse is built in terrace
formation on a steeply sloping hillside and the view from the open veranda is quite
spectacular. Now, however, the communal veranda is precarious underfoot and tourists

bypass Gayu for the large longhouses of Kampung Annah Rais towards the end of the
Padawan Road.

Residents of Gayu, once subsistence cultivators of hill padi, now take part in a mixed
economy that includes agriculture and a wide range of wage labour.13 The cultivation of padi
is still a significant agricultural activity although it is often conducted on a part-time basis.
With assistance from the Department of Agriculture, agricultural practices have diversified
so that now people grow various kinds of vegetables that are destined for urban markets:

pepper, cocoa and rubber, although the latter is rarely tapped these days because of the poor

return for the labour involved. People also keep small livestock such as ducks and chickens;
and small fish farms provide both a source of food as well as an additional source of income.

Wage labour is now the major means of subsistence. This varies from agricultural labour in
the nearby oil palm schemes which can bring in as little as RM13 per day, to work in the
towns in a wide range of capacities such as employment in the hotel and catering industry,
factories and administrative posts in the civil service.14 Although salaries vary considerably
between different industries and between the public and private sectors, people can expect

to earn from RM300 per month for unskilled work, through to RM1000 and above for skilled
jobs. There are also small business entrepreneurships: one of the most common of these
being in road haulage. Entrepreneurs tend to be concentrated in particular families so that,
for instance, a family that owns the petrol station in Teng Bukap also runs a truck, a minibus
and one of the canteens. All of the household members (apart from the very youngest) are

economically productive. The majority of people, however, combine wage labour and some
form of agricultural activity: whether it be a small plot of vegetables for household
consumption, a small padi farm or both.

There is also the option of hunting and gathering. Many men go hunting with shotguns and

13 For a detailed discussion of local agriculture, see Gerrits (1994).
14 The unit of currency is the Malaysian Ringgit (RM). During the fieldwork period the exchange rate
varied between RM4.50 - RM4.75 to £1.00 Sterling.
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bring back small game ranging from bats and squirrels to bearcat. Fishing and the gathering
of small fresh water shellfish provide another source of food as do the gathering activities of
women who collect a wide range of forest produce that is sometimes taken to be sold in the

Sunday market in Kuching. Fruit orchards provide the much-prized durian, as well as

rambutan, mangosteen and other fruits that may be sold if there is a sufficient quantity.

There is a primary school in the village and the older children attend the secondary school
some kilometres distant along the Padawan Road. The latter serves the whole of the
Padawan area so it has a large number of boarders. Those from Gayu who are fortunate
enough to have their own transport (usually motorbikes) attend as day students, but the

majority live in the school dormitories and return home for a visit once a fortnight.

A village committee led by the village head or Tua Kampung administers Kampung Gayu.15
They are responsible for organising any village wide events such as entertainment for

visiting dignitaries or officials, and for lobbying for a share of development funds allocated

through the district office. Although the Tua Kampung is the village head and is the liaison
between village and government officers, he (there have never been any female Tua Kampung
in this area) is the spokesman for his fellow villagers rather than the head of an autocracy.
The government pays him a small stipend that is regarded as compensation for the extra

hospitality that the role entails rather than as a salary. The community elects this man on the
basis that he is respected for his ability to settle disputes, is knowledgeable on matters of adat
and will be a good representative for the village in contact with the government.

Although the Tua Kampung should act in accordance with the wishes of the community, a

dynamic village head has been linked to the success of the village in general to innovate and
diversify within development processes (Grijpstra 1976). The village committee and the Tua
Kampung work together to gain a share of the development budget administered by district
officers. In Gayu, for instance, they managed to obtain funds for paving the road up to the
village church and the remainder was used to build a permanent site for the elderly to
celebrate their harvest festival rituals.

Sub-committees form on an ad hoc basis to follow up particular projects. For instance, a

working group was trying to develop handicrafts for sale to tourists in Kuching, and another
group was active in trying to secure funding for a plan to renovate a section of the longhouse
as part of a plan to develop Gayu as a site for small-scale ethno-tourism.

15 The village committee is known as the Ahli Jawatan Kuasa Kampung (AJKK).
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There is also a separate committee that deals with church affairs. It is led by a chairman who,
in Kampung Gayu, also performs the role of leading prayers in the absence of the priest. It
was not until the early 1990s that large numbers of people began converting to Catholicism.
At the time of my fieldwork, local estimates were that more than 95% of the kampung had
either fully converted, or were in the process of becoming Catholic. Today there are also
three Muslim families, who are the result of intermarriage with Malays or Muslim Bidayuh
from Kampung Blimbing to the west.

The rituals of Adat Gawai are bound up with the production of padi. The majority of rituals
that are performed today are aimed at the protection of the crop, the drawing in of padi
spirits (simangi padi) into the farms, and the protection of the farmers. In many ways, every

farmer is also a ritual practitioner since every household was responsible for the rituals

performed in their own farms. The men and women who officiate at the large-scale rituals of
both village and farm are known as dukun.

There are three distinct groups of dukun: the men who officiate at padi rituals (elsewhere in
this thesis referred to as dukun padi); women who complement these activities with their
ritual chants or beris (known variously as the dayung beris or dukun beris); and then there are

the men who used to lead ritual in the panggah or headhouse who are called dukun panggah.'16
The first two groups roughly correspond to those whom Geddes called the 'ancestral cult'
and the 'woman cult' of the Sadong area, however unlike Geddes' fieldsite, the dukun

panggah is not a 'spirit medium', nor a comparatively new development in the practices of
Adat Gawai (see Geddes 1954a, 1991). Of these three categories, the first two groups of dukun
are still active in Kampung Gayu. Although there are still some men who specialise in the
rituals of the headhouse, these rituals are no longer practiced and the three headhouses of
the village lie derelict. The dukun panggah, however, still perform healing rituals and have a

role to play during the harvest festival.

The dukun were clearly central figures in village organisation before wage labour and
Christianity began to change the 'traditional' structures of authority. The village headman
and the leader of Adat Gawai (Tua Gawai) were, in living memory, one and the same person.

Furthermore, the Tua Gawai was also drawn from the ranks of the dukun padi, and all
decisions affecting the community were made in consultation with village elders (including
other dukun). In these days of subsistence farming, the kind of knowledge that was most

16 The female dukun also had a role to play in the rituals of the headhouse.
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highly valued by the community was that held by the dukun: expert farmers, healers and
defenders of the village against spirit attack. Today, those in positions of influence and

authority in Kampung Gayu are those who have attended school and have earned enough
money to build concrete houses and perhaps even drive a car or van.

Locating the thesis

This thesis contributes to the ethnography of Borneo in two ways. Firstly, it adds to current
information on the Bidayuh and secondly, it breaks new ground as an ethnography of
religious change with Christianity as its focus. Furthermore, the thesis contributes to a

growing body of literature contributing to understanding processes of conversion in
Southeast Asia.

There are few anthropological accounts of the Bidayuh. Geddes' pioneering work in the
1950s resulted in two monographs (1954, 1991 [1957]) that are the most often quoted
ethnography of the Bidayuh. Grijpstra (1976) contributed to this some twenty years later,
providing a study of development and change in the Sadong area.17 More recently, Winzeler

published papers on various aspects of Bidayuh life such as architecture, politics and issues
of ethnographic research although, as far as I am aware, they are not based on long-term
fieldwork (1993a, 1994,1997, 1998a, 1998b). In addition to this, there are some

anthropological accounts of the Selako (Schneider 1978; Schneider and Schneider n.d.;

Awang Mois 1990), although there is some uncertainty as to whether they should be
included under the term Bidayuh given the rather different form of social organisation as

described by Schneider (op.cit.).

Contributions from other disciplines include the work of the sociologist Bruton (1993), whose
research focused on education, and Gerrits (1994), an agricultural economist, who studied
land use and sustainable development. More recently, Hew (2001) conducted a sociological

study of Bidayuh women who had migrated to the state capital for wage work. Also of note
is the Bidayuh-English dictionary compiled by Nais (1988), as well as his short study of
Bidayuh divination (1993). Another source of interest to this research is Howes' (1995)
autobiography. This contains information on the many years that he spent as an Anglican
missionary in Bidayuh areas.

Over the years there have also been mostly non-academic, but nevertheless interesting short
papers published in the Sarawak Museum Journal and in the Sarawak Gazette relating to the
Bidayuh. These range from early traveller's tales such as Grant's 'Tour Among The Land

17 See also Grijpstra's (1990) short paper reflecting on change since his first study.
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Dayaks', published in instalments between 1885-1886 in the Sarawak Gazette, to accounts of

Bidayuh folk lore written by Bidayuh themselves: such as Nyandoh's contributions to the
Sarawak Museum Journal between 1954-1968 (see bibliography). Today both the Sarawak
Museum Journal and the Sarawak Gazette are mostly vehicles for the work of indigenous
authors, varying from scholarly discussions to more personal reflections.

Although there are some excellent mission histories there is little or nothing written on the
anthropology of religious change in Sarawak. Two major sources of mission history cited in
this thesis are Saunders (1992) on the Anglican missions and Rooney (1981) on Catholic
missions. Indeed there is a huge gap in the literature on Sarawak as far as Christianity is
concerned and this is partly related to the small number of more recent publications devoted
to Borneo.

Borneo, long associated with 'wild men' in the popular imagination, has perhaps as a

consequence appealed to the Indiana Jones' of anthropology. My two hour journey on hot
and dusty buses, bouncing along on unpaved roads, pales in comparison to the feats of
endurance performed by many anthropologists. It is common even today to hear of journeys
to villages that entail road transport, express boats, canoes and finally a two day hike fully
laden with provisions. Since the majority of published ethnographies have come out of these
remote locations, it is difficult to know whether they were indeed areas untouched by

missionary activity or were simply research in what Marcus has termed the 'redemptive
mode of inquiry' (1986).

The Iban, of all the Borneo people have received the most attention. This began most notably
with Freeman's Report (1955), originally commissioned by the Colonial Research Council
following Leach's survey (1950), and brought to a wider audience when published as a

London School of Economics monograph (1970). Others followed his lead, producing further
monographs (Jensen 1974; Sandin 1967; Sutlive 1978, 1992) and numerous papers in edited
collections and journals. Although significant contributions to the ethnography of Sarawak,
they make little or no reference to the existence of Christianity.

Similarly, ethnographies of other ethnic groups make little or no reference to any religions
apart from 'traditional' ones even though Islam, Christianity or both may have had
considerable success in gaining converts in the authors' fieldsites. Studies based in
Kalimantan seem to have fared a little better. Effects of the Pancasila meant that religious

change was very much on the political agenda and Hindu-Kaharingan received some
attention: by Jay, for instance, writing of the Ngaju (1991, 1993) although this was still very
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similar to the religion written about by Scharer (1963 [1946]) many years previously. It is

important to take into consideration, however, that the volume of ethnographic work on

Indonesian societies is very much greater and there are many more recent publications to
draw on.

Kinship and social organisation has probably been the one area that has produced significant
contributions to anthropology, bringing Freeman (1970, 1961,1971) and the Iban to a wider
audience, as well as other Borneo people as discussed in King's (1978) edited collection.
Other collections more recently have been of less interest to those whose ethnographic area is
not Borneo, as Graham (1996) laments, particularly with reference to Sutlive's (n.d.) edited
collection of papers on gender in Borneo. Another volume in the same series devoted to

shamanism, mediums and possession in Borneo, although both informative and interesting,
has little or no reference to the fact that vast numbers of Sarawak people now follow a world

religion. Indeed the editor of this collection points out that studies of Christianity are sadly

lacking (Winzeler 1993b).

Some publications that have reached a wider audience, are Helliwell's papers on Gerai

Dayak longhouses (1993,1996) and a stimulating reconsideration of the term 'egalitarian'
(1996). Rousseau (1990) too does something fresh with his study of ethnicity and social

organisation in Central Borneo: his contribution lies in being one of the very few to have
challenged the use of existing ethnic labels.

Tsing (1987, 1990, 1993) also acknowledged more contemporary, postmodern concerns by
representing something of the variations in Meratus experiences of marginality. She was also
concerned to break the mould of isolationist studies of rainforest dwellers and contributed to

a growing body of literature concerned with showing how people in comparatively remote
locations, nevertheless engage with global processes. She voices concerns that are worth

quoting at length.
Like the Tasaday and the Penan, the Meratus Dayaks of southeast Kalimantan
(Indonesian Borneo) are neither my nor anybody's "contemporary ancestors." They
share with anyone who might read this book a world of expanding capitalisms, ever-
militarizing nation-states, and contested cultural politics. They also speak from
perspectives that are distinctive from those of urban Indonesians, or non-Indonesians,
but these are distinctions forged in dialogue, not in archaic isolation. I use the concept
of marginality to begin discussion of such distinctive and unequal subject positions
within common fields of power and knowledge (Tsing 1993: x-xi).

Christianity in Borneo has been ignored, perhaps deemed unworthy of study. It is important
to realise however, that lifeworlds in this region are changing and the sooner that this is
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engaged with, the more faithful representations of Borneo societies will be. Borneo lives are a

pastiche of dukun and bomoh, imam and priest; of hiking home through forests, and driving
the mercedes through rush hour traffic; it is both hunting and gathering and trading on the
stock market; and perhaps the greatest beauty lies in the ease with which people flow
between these contrasting images. There is no contradiction in sending e-mails during the
week and returning home to plant swidden rice at the weekend.

The main contribution of this thesis, then, is that it represents contemporary ethnography of
a Bidayuh area and the processes of religious change. Although the central focus of this
thesis is the process of changing lifeworlds, a sub-text that runs throughout the ethnography
is the strong bonds of sociality that binds people in Kampung Gayu. 'Togetherness' has
survived the potential fragmentation and division of taking on Catholicism (as I discuss in

Chapter 2) as well as the impact of modernity and globalisation.

Chapter 1 traces historical connections to the reserve that I experienced on the part of my

informants when I first entered the field, showing that mistrust of strangers stems from a

long history of conflict with other ethnic groups. It includes a historical overview of Sarawak
from the perspective of oral and documented historical material as it pertains to the thesis.
The history of the Sarawak Christian missions is also discussed, with particular reference to

Catholicism, and I argue that the wariness of strangers was largely to blame for the initial
lack of success in gaining converts. Because of the propensity for people to do things

together, it is unsurprising that hardly anyone converted in the early days of missionary
contact.

In Chapter 2,1 extend this theme into a discussion of religion and the production of locality. I
show how collective performances of Adat Gawai rituals both reinforce and demonstrate
particular forms of identity. In some cases, religion is implicated in ethnicity so that Islam,
for instance, is primordialised as an aspect of 'Malayness' to the extent that to become
Muslim is talked about as masuk Melayu or 'becoming Malay' (see Kipp 1993; Kipp and

Rodgers 1987; Nagata 1981). This is a discourse of the centre that is resisted on the periphery,
however, and religion becomes a source of both unity and fracture at one and the same time.
Conversion to Christianity acts as a form of cultural resistance, while conversion to Islam is
much more problematic and involves converts in interesting engagements with re¬

productions of their locality. The first two chapters, then, offer a representation of the place
of conversion within the politics of identity (see Van der Veer 1996).

In Chapter 3,1 examine the role of a changing economy in setting the scene for the first
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conversions. Processes of religious change were marked by a gradual shift in means of
subsistence so that people eventually reached a point when their daily lives were no longer
devoted to the production of rice. The economy diversified so that wage labour became the
main means of subsistence. Since the production of padi is intimately bound up with the
'traditional' lifeworld, then with this move away from farming, the conceptual space was

created for people to consider becoming Catholic. Those who worked in the towns and did
not farm padi (rice) had therefore no connection to, or opportunity to participate in ritual,
and it was these people who became Kampung Gayu's first converts.

Chapter 4 centres on another, highly visible transition in the lives of the people of Kampung
Gayu: the move from longhouse to detached houses. Analysis of changing house form

encapsulates many things about being Bidayuh in this village (and more widely), however
this chapter focuses on modernity and changing lifeworlds. The move from the longhouse is

implicated in changing religions, structures of authority and, crucially, different patterns of
consumption. Both those who practice Adat Gawai and Catholic alike, have adapted to these
new ways of living (indeed are continually in the process of doing so) and this adaptation
has produced a hybrid that is not that far removed from what was left behind. Intriguingly,
the 'communal' longhouse life is torn apart and yet, on moving to separate houses, people set
about reconstructing longhouse sections by the invention of village zones. Participating in
Catholic rituals is a way in which the space between houses is minimised.

In Chapter 5 I illustrate that not only is the practice of Adat Gawai bound up with the work of
producing padi, but it too is regarded as another form of work. By looking closely at one of
the rituals performed in the padi farm, I draw out the themes of unity and loss, power and
potency. These themes still have salience in the lives of the Catholics today, although they
have been transformed in the process. While Adat Gawai provides a stage for maximal

incorporation and shared potency, Catholic rituals in houses that involve a shared meal tend
to emphasise difference, potent hosts versus 'impotent' guests for instance, while sociality
remains central. I argue that whether it be ritual in a farm or the many examples of shared
activity in Kampung Gayu, people are brought together in counterpoint to a history of loss
that is ongoing in the present.

In the final chapter, I examine conversion narratives. These individual takes on the
experience of religious change challenge dichotomies such as 'traditional' / 'world religion';
'tradition' / 'modernity' — as I discussed above. I draw this to a close with ethnography that
illustrates how an emotional experience of Catholic practices led me to the conclusion that,
following Tooker (1992), 'belief can be read from practice. Although I discuss religious

25



organisation and politics earlier in the thesis, I also devote the final chapter to a discussion of
both individual and collective experiences of Catholicism in order to demonstrate the

complexity and variety represented under the rubric of religious change. Sacrifice and loss
are revisited in this chapter too, to show the continuities and transformations that have been
carried forward into the practice of Catholicism. Potency and the poetics of powerful centres
were transformed out here on the margins. Through religious change and closer engagement
with modernity and the nation state, however, potency is now demonstrated in ways that
draw more on the poetics of the centre, creating an ideological distance from the periphery in
the process.

Final words

One of the major things about spending most of my research time in Kampung Gayu were

the very close relationships that we made with other families. Of these Babai and Teyung
Helman deserve another mention.

They were an elderly couple in their seventies when I met them. They were instantly

welcoming where others took longer to make up their minds about me and because of the
warmth of our relationship they shared some of the most memorable moments of my

fieldwork with me. Both of them being dukun, they took me in hand and taught me as much
as they could in the time that I spent with them, and particularly Babai Helman became an

active director of my research as far as Adat Gawai was concerned.

Sometimes he would direct my photography so that I would be requested to take photos of

things that I would otherwise not have understood the significance of. For instance, I have a

number of photos where the subject is in the act of cooking rice. In one, it is Babai Helman
preparing the pugang rice to be used in the offerings (see plate 1); in still another, they sit in
front of the hearth in their longhouse apartment while Babai Helman again pretends to open

a pugang (see plate 2). When we gathered in the farmhouse to share the food before finishing
the ritual, Babai Helman would urge me to photograph the food and his guests enjoying it

(plate 3).

Teyung Helman, on the other hand, made sure that I participated: for, as I mentioned earlier,
doing things together and generally joining in is another important lesson to learn about life
in Kampung Gayu. She would, for instance, call me to join her on the ayun (the swing used
by the Dayung Beris during a ritual) when they were doing their beris (ritual chants), and pull
me in to the line of women when they performed a dance of welcome for the spirits.
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Together they taught me how to see their world in a completely different way. During
fieldwork, I gained an aesthetic sense of things that I had not really appreciated before: the

beauty of the rituals, the farms and an appreciation of everyday aspects of their lives. They,
and the rest of my friends in Kampung Gayu, showed me that people could be bound by
their adat without being restricted, and that the new ways of the Catholics could be
translated as not so much a break with the old ways, but as an extension of them.
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History and Memory

Missionaries had little success in gaining converts in the Gayu area until comparatively
recently, with the majority of baptisms occurring in the 1990s. Although Christianity gained
a foothold much earlier in other parts of the state, an interpretation of the particular histories
of this locality shows reasons for resistance to the first missionary efforts. Both oral histories
and existing written sources document a history of conflict with 'others': be they foreign
missionaries, people of other ethnicities or, indeed, Bidayuh originating from different
mother villages. Both their own stories as well as the writings of early travellers and
Sarawak government administrators, represent the Bidayuh people as the victims of
sometimes devastating conflict, particularly at the hands of Malay nobles and Iban
headhunters.

Although there has always been travel within the island of Borneo for the purposes of trade,
movement outside Pinyawa' territory was infrequent. As one elderly woman observed,
"When I was young nobody moved around. But these days ...," she continued reprovingly,
"Everybody goes off to Kuching and no-one wants to stay in the kampung." Another elderly
person told me that he did not go to Kuching until he was 40 years of age, which was

common in those days. For one thing, it involved a river journey followed by a train or bus
from the 10th mile point outside Kuching: a round trip of a few days.

Contact with people outside the Pinyawa' territory was potentially dangerous, as both oral
and written sources of history illustrate, and Gayu people limited their contact with
outsiders to occasional trading trips and the unavoidable attentions of government tax
collectors. When the road linking the Padawan area to the main Kuching - Serian

thoroughfare was built in 1959, travel became very much easier and missionaries, schools
and a clinic soon followed. The flow of people and things along this road gradually
increased in scale and with the growth in traffic came the realisation that they were no

longer under siege.

What follows provides the historical context for these observations. I begin with a story from
Pinyawa' oral history that acts as a jumping off point for exploring the histories of contact
with 'others'. Then both further oral histories and written sources provide representations of
the Bidayuh people: as told by both Bidayuh and others. I then go on to give some wider
historical background regarding the state and those on its periphery before returning to the
story that I began with in a version that was told to a missionary visitor to another Bidayuh
kampung over 100 years ago.

28



Of literacy and loss

There is a story told by the elderly in Kampung Gayu of how they used to be literate but lost
this ability many years ago before the 'great flood'. At that time, they lived at Tanjung Datu
on the coast, the location of the story. Teyung Lorna first told it to me in a shortened form.
The story was triggered by mention of some church activity or other and she suddenly said,
"You Christians have got your Old Testament — do you want to hear ours?" When I nodded,
she prepared a betel quid, popped it into her mouth and settled back to recite a genealogy of
seventeen pairs of men and women who traced descent through a single ramin (longhouse
apartment). She then continued with the story.

There were three men: a Bidayuh, a Malay, and a Chinese man together at Tanjung
Datu during the great flood.1 The Bidayuh man put these names on a piece of paper
and put it in a bottle. The Malays and Chinese lost theirs since their papers were
destroyed in the water and only the Bidayuh writing survived.

The story ended here with the elderly woman wandering on to another topic without

explaining how they lost the ability to write their language. I subsequently came across

other, fuller versions of the same story which have strong similarities to the loss of literacy
stories from elsewhere in the region (see Kammerer 1991; Keyes 1977; Tapp 1989, 1990).

Babai Helman told me one of the fuller versions. The key elements are that four men: a

Bidayuh, a Malay, a Chinese and a Belanda ('European') were about to swim across the sea

at Tanjung Datu. Babai did not know why they were going swimming but thought that it

might have been a competition. He also had not heard of any connection to a flood.
Each of the men had a paper with writing on it and, before setting off, they put away
their papers for safe keeping. The Bidayuh man put his paper into a little bottle used
for holding lime paste and tucked it into his turban before he entered the water and in
this way kept his paper dry. When they reached the other side, the Chinese man took
out his piece of paper and spread it on the sand to dry. The Malay and Belanda papers
had fallen apart in the water: only the Bidayuh man's paper was intact.

The Belanda said to the Bidayuh, "You are very clever for keeping your paper dry.
Since you are clever you can remember the names. Give me your paper." So the
Bidayuh gave away his paper and with it the ability to write. Meanwhile, a chicken
came along the beach and started scratching over the paper in the sand, and this is
why today Chinese people use characters.

"And that," he continued, "is why we've been left behind. We gave away our writing and the
Belanda became more clever ...," he glanced over at me scribbling furiously, "and that's why

1 I use the term 'Chinese' to refer to Malaysians of Chinese descent. English speakers in Sarawak use
either this term or orang Cina (in the Malay language). Pinyawa' speakers say daya Cina. 'Ethnic'
categories and 'ethnicity' in general are discussed here in terms that Sarawak people themselves would
recognise. As I shall elaborate in the following chapter, I take the lead from Banks (1996) in engaging
with folk models of ethnicity rather than be drawn into debates surrounding analytical or theoretical
models.
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they write everything down.

Other versions of the story omit the Belanda and it is the Malay who takes the writing from
the Bidayuh. Reflecting on this story made me wonder if Bidayuh people, having been the
victims of 'others' (Malay, Iban, Japanese, and to some extent the British) throughout much
of their history, still manifested an initial distrust of all outsiders. This certainly seemed to be
the case even in my own experience of the early days of fieldwork. While a small number of

people whom I quickly came to know well were unfailingly hospitable, the majority of
people in Gayu kept me at a polite distance for the first few months.

1 cannot pinpoint when something changed but I suddenly became aware that people were

greeting me on the road as I passed, beckoning to me to stop and chat, inviting me into their
homes and never letting me leave without offering some form of snack or meal. After I had
been in Gayu for about six months my relationship with the dukun who told me this story
had developed to the point where he allowed me to attend a gaivai in his house which non-

kin would not normally be allowed to participate in. After the ritual was over, he presented
me with a grendung (hawkbell) and in answer to my protests that this was a very old thing,
which should be kept in his family, he replied that I was now part of his family. I had been

adopted.2

There is a great deal of ambiguity contained in this story and on a personal level the message

was twofold. I, the researcher, was perceived as being a 'clever' person: so why did I have to

write everything down? On the other hand, perhaps what they were saying was that in fact I
was not at all 'clever' in their eyes because, by my reliance on written records, I was not

displaying the excellent memory that they possessed. The outcome for the Belanda was that
they became 'clever' through the gift of writing and developed to such an extent that they
'left the Bidayuh behind'.

The act of giving away the paper contains further ambiguities. The Bidayuh man was clever
enough to preserve his writing but at the same time naive enough to give away an

advantage, which resulted in one ethnic group gaining dominance over another. Similarly,
the Malay or Belanda (depending on the version), were not clever enough to preserve their
papers but at the same time, what is not said, is the fact that they were smart enough to

salvage the situation by obtaining writing from someone else. Another question arises here:
2 The ritual referred to was Gawai Peson, which is the time when the padi is transferred into the padi
store in the attic, the most private space of the ram in (family apartment in the longhouse). Grendung
are small bells that are sewn on to traditional costumes and are also worn by dukun during rituals.
They are part of a family's heirlooms, albeit minor ones.
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was the story deliberately ambiguous because what is central is to highlight giving as a

culturally valued act?

The humour involved towards the end of the story also contains a number of mixed

messages. It could be left simply as a storyteller's strategy for lightening the tone of what is

essentially a tale of loss. However all the narrators who know the fuller version incorporate
the explanation of the origin of Chinese characters into the story. Variations in the narrative
include no mention of a flood; others do not link the genealogy to the writing on the paper

(they say instead that the writing was lost and no one knows what the paper contained); and
finally, the recipients were either Malay or Belanda.

Chinese writing is associated with the marks left by a chicken scratching over the ground. A
chicken is not a particularly flattering metaphor to use: it is a creature without simangi that is
sacrificed at most Adat Gawai rituals.3 Whether it is intentional or not, the story pokes fun at
Chinese writing by comparing it to the scratchings of a chicken. One might take this a little
further to suggest that the Chinese characters also set the Chinese people apart from the
others.

Ethnicity is an underlying theme throughout the narrative and Babai Helman highlighted
this when he said that he thought they might be swimming competitively. When I asked

why they were swimming I wanted to know where they were going and why. It seemed to
me that they must have been crossing the water on a journey, otherwise they could have
stored their papers for safe keeping at the water's edge, however he interpreted my question
in a different way: he assumed that I was asking why they were swimming together. Another
way of looking at this could be that in order for these men to be together, there had to be a

reason. Furthermore, the outcome of the story leaves no doubt that bringing together these
men of diverse origins has led to serious consequences for the Bidayuh: something which
acts as a metaphor for the history of contact between Bidayuh and other, more powerful
ethnic groups.

One final point is that this is a story about men. Men had writing and they lost it. When the
Bidayuh paper was given away, a Bidayuh man bestowed both literacy and power on the
recipient. In terms of gender relations more recently, when writing was 'given back' to

people in Gayu, in fact men rather than women were the first to attend both the classes

3
Simangi is the soul or spirit; elsewhere in Island Southeast Asia called semangat (Anderson 1972) or

sumange' (Errington 1989, 1983). It is also the essence or 'soul stuff that animates people and
powerful objects (ibid.).
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provided by the British army and, later, the missionary schools. The latter fits rather nicely
with the version where it was a Belanda who took the paper since it was Belanda who 'gave
back' literacy to the Pinyawa' people.

Conflict with 'Others': the evidence from oral history.

An elderly man, who introduced himself to me in one of the canteens (small roadside cafes)
in Teng Bukap, told me another fascinating story.4 When he found out that I was interested
in Bidayuh adat he informed me that he had a story to tell. It traced the origins of the

Bidayuh people from Tanjung Datu on the coast, charting their movement inland and

upriver, culminating in the settlement of the Sipug people in the area surrounding what is
now known as Kampung Simpok. I arranged to meet him on another occasion to record the

story that follows. This is a condensed version of what amounts to an epic journey.
The only existing person in Borneo was a man called Tirauh. A fish that transformed
into a woman, later became his wife. Together they travelled all over Borneo and had
many sons and daughters. Their children couldn't find marriage partners. However,
one daughter, Kabah, met and later married Jamui, son of the King of the Wind.
Kabah and Jamui lived for around 400 years and were the ancestors of all the Borneo
people. One of their sons Sikareny searched for a wife and eventually he met
Ngangur, Princess of Thunder. Ngangur became a woman and they had many
children between them. This all occurred many thousands of years ago in the time
before Christ.5 Sikareng and Ngangur had a son called Simanggeng who married a
woman named Singon. This pair lived long and travelled widely in the island of
Borneo.

Then after many years there came a great flood — a flood so great that even the
mountains were covered with water. Only three or four people on the top of a high
mountain survived. Bipasa (which means going away) and Bidawai (which means
swimming) were two of them. They lived in Tanjung Datu for over 100 years.

Within two hundred years there were many people there. The human population was
enlarged by the many animals, birds and fish that were transformed into humans.
However, after another 200 years, sometime around the 13th Century before the
Majapahit went to Sumatra, there was another great flood. This time all were killed
except for a little girl called Kandang. She survived by sitting in a rice mill (risuong)
and paddling with the aid of a rice spoon (sikil). She floated on the water for more
than a week then at Tanjung Nikabuh she leaned over the water to wash her face and
by chance caught a fish in her hands. "Don't kill me!" it said, and when released,
turned into a handsome young man. Sipapak and Kandang (who was renamed
SiKabah) built a house together and had many children during their long lives.

Their first born son was called Manyung; the second born was a daughter, Timah;
third born was Bagaat, a son who later settled in Bau; fourth born was Padat, who
travelled to the Sadong area.

Manyung married Kiau who was originally a bird, which he caught in a basket and
turned into a woman. They had a daughter called Timah and together they travelled

4 I do not name him in order to preserve anonymity.
5 The narrator is a Christian. The markers of time are his own.
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to Santubong. When they arrived a giant stopped their boat — however, when the
boat stopped the giant turned into a young man. He spoke to them, asked where they
were going, and then brought them to meet the Greatest Grandfather of the
Santubong giants who lived in a huge longhouse inside Santubong Mountain. He
wished to seek permission from his Great Grandfather to marry Timah. When
permission was granted for him to marry a human then he too became a person.
Jamaldin and Timah married and lived at the foot of Gunong Santubong for around
200 years. During this time many of their people married giants.6

With the advent of Arab traders many of these people of Santubong became Moslem.
Since Jamaldin and Timah didn't want to convert to Islam they moved to the mouth of
the Muaratebas River. Many years passed until Malay people came and killed some of
those who didn't wish to convert to Islam. The survivors fled to Tanjung Maang. Here
a monkey became human and killed some of them, which caused them to flee yet
again to the mouth of the Samarahan River. Here they lived for around 600 years.

The children of Timah asked their Greatest Grandfather for help against the Malays.
The Malays came with big boats full of soldiers. They tricked people by saying that
they were selling beautiful clothes and necklaces of gold however those who
approached the boats were beheaded. Jamaldin and Timah called upon the power of
the giants (Kamang). The spirits of Santubong were summoned to destroy the big boat
and to kill the Malays. The boat was smashed in two and the spirits left behind a
diamond Buddha (Guma). Timah and her people then took the Buddha back to their
village although a fragment of the diamond remained in the soil.7

After a long interval there was a revenge party by the Malays but again the spirits
beat them.

Another incident started when Malays bought some sago from Bisirah. Some sago
husk had dropped inside the container of sago flour and they were accused of being a
people who sold sago husk. This led to the Bisirah being renamed Orang Simpok after
the sago husk, lepok. It is said that people should not eat the husk of the sago or the
stomach may burst as happened to these Malays. This led to another war party.

Again the Simpok people moved on. Those who fled up the Sirah River are now
known as the Sadong people, those who followed the River Serin are now in Teng
Bukap, and those who took to the Sapug River ended up in Simpok. Many of the
people settled at Simpok because of the availability of flat land and lived here till
around 200 years before the first of the Brookes until smallpox struck, killing many
people. Again people fled, this time from disease and that is why many people ended
up in such areas as Teng Bukap, Gayu and Sadong.

The people of Simpok are descendants of the children of Timah and Jamaldin. Their
first son was Kaban, the second Dagan, Mayang was the third, and fourth born son
was called Radeng. At some point they went up Gunong Brungu to escape
headhunters. Still before the Brooke era, Brunei Malays and Melanau raided Brungu,
burned the longhouses and killed almost everyone.

The story highlights conflict throughout the narrative period between Bidayuh and

6 The narrator used the word 'giant' interchangeably with Djinn. He explained that they were Djinn
who appeared as giants.
7 This Buddha, I was informed, is now in the Sarawak Museum although to this day a fragment of the
diamond remains in the land and a light can be seen from this place. This area is now sacred to the
Bisirah, and it is said that death will befall anyone who approaches this area without performing a
specific ritual.

33



dominant others. It depicts one people as victims of Malay rulers and Iban raiders, which

eventually leads to migration along different routes to form the dialect groups of today.
Contact with the supernatural, however, appeared to ameliorate the position of the Bidayuh
people. The Djinn of Santubong, the non-human which transform into humans, for example,
are represented as those 'others' who could be regarded as more powerful but who come to

the aid of Bidayuh rather than subjugate them.

The story ends with a focus on diversity: what it is that makes the Sipug distinct from the

Pinyawa', the Braang and others who were once a unified group. However underlying this

diversity is the acknowledgement of a shared history and common origins, which links
rather well into the current political slogan of 'Unity in Diversity'.

This 'unity', however, is very much a present day concern that is actively being constructed

through various cultural performances at state functions, tourist attractions and the like. In
fact, evidence from earlier days shows that there was tension not only with those of other
ethnicities, but also between Bidayuh of different areas. One thing that provided common

ground between the various Bidayuh areas, and indeed other Dayaks, was their marginal

position in relation to the state.

Conflict with 'Others': the written sources

The Bidayuh, on the periphery of the Brunei Sultanate, were in a similar position to those
whom Keyes (1977) describes as the hill dwelling, 'tribal' people on the margins of the
Southeast Asian polities.8 Many of these groups were subjected to exploitative trading
relationships and the slave raiding of their more powerful neighbours.

For many hill-dwelling people contact with the lowland, traditional polities was in the form
of trading and raiding. Forest products such as camphor and resins were sought after by the
lowlanders to satisfy the demands of long-distance trade and at times the upland people
were captured to serve as slave labour in the traditional states. The Buid of the Philippines
were one such people on the periphery of Spanish power (based in Manila) and the Brunei
and Sulu Sultanates to the south (Gibson 1986:13).

8
Keyes (1977) refers primarily to the people of mainland Southeast Asia although he includes some

of the 'hill-dwelling' people of Peninsular Malaysia. The distinction between the lowland state and
those on its margins is also applicable to island Southeast Asia: for instance, 'hill-dwelling',
peripheral groups such as the Buid of the Philippines (Gibson 1986, 1990), the Iban of Sarawak
(Freeman 1970), and the Meratus of Kalimantan (Tsing 1993). The traditional polity was found in
what is now known as Indonesia (Geertz 1980; Anderson 1972), Malaysia (Gullick 1988; Tambiah
1976), Myanmar (Leach 1970), Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam (Keyes 1977; Tambiah 1976), Brunei
(Gibson 1986, 1990; King 1993) and, to a lesser extent, the Philippines (Gibson 1986, 1990).
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The Buid were exploited in trading relationships and captured as slaves. Gibson suggests
that their response was to minimise contact with the lowlanders as far as possible by
withdrawing deeper into the forest and by defining themselves in opposition to the values of
their slave raiding neighbours. For example the Buid reject all notions of hierarchy and

dependency within their communities (Gibson 1986, 1990).

The Bidayuh, subjected to severe exploitation at the hands of the Brunei Sultanate (Roth
1968:65; Tarling 1971: 36; Runciman 1960), were in a similar position to other hill-dwellers in
the region. Much of what is now Sarawak was administered by Bruneian nobles and Malay
chieftains who, it seems, engaged in plotting and intrigues against the Sultan while

extracting the maximum profit from their dealings with their subjects. Of all the indigenous
people the Bidayuh or Land Dayak appeared to suffer the most, as is clearly illustrated by
the following:

All the produce of the Dyak village, whether rice or wax or birds'-nests, had to be
offered for sale to the chieftain for whatever price he chose to name. If there was more
than he wished, his relatives and any other Malays in the district were able to buy the
surplus on the same terms. If the produce was insufficient for the Malays' demands,
then the deficit had to be met by selling the children of the village into slavery
(Runciman 1960: 57).

By the time that the English adventurer James Brooke arrived in Sarawak in 1839 (Reece
1993: 1), the Brunei Sultanate was struggling to maintain control of its territories. The rise of
Sulu to the east, and also Europeans (particularly the Spanish with bases in the nearby
Philippines) both contributed to a weakening of Brunei. James Brooke arrived at a time
when the incumbent governor had raised levels of extortion to an intolerable extent.

Together the Malays and Dayaks rebelled and Brooke was enlisted to help quell the
uprising. He was subsequently offered the title of Rajah and some of the territory of Sarawak
in 1841, and this was gradually extended to cover the present area (Runciman 1960: 57-67).

Rajah James was represented in early literature as a saviour and a 'civiliser' who rescued the
Land Dayak from oppression and set himself the task of abolishing headhunting, piracy and
slavery. His was supposedly a paternalistic rule for, 'he ruled them, not for his own

advantage, but for their good' (Roth 1968 [1896]: xvii). This same author described the Dayak
people as believing that James Brooke was not a man but, 'a superior being, come down
upon earth to confer blessings on the afflicted. ... and they firmly believe that he can give
them good harvests, and make their fruit trees bear an abundant crop' (ibid). Indeed he may

have been regarded in the same light as the divine monarchs of the traditional polities in
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Southeast Asia who were thought to exhibit these same qualities (Walker 1998).9

The image of the benevolent ruler is marred somewhat by the evidence of uprisings which
continued throughout his reign. The most notable culminated in the battle of Batang Maru in
1849, where the huge number of Iban casualties were regarded as a victory to the Raj while
enemies of the Brooke regime depicted it as a massacre. It seems that a bounty was paid for
each pirate killed and questions were asked in the British parliament as to the legitimacy of
the Brooke campaign (Runciman 1960:105-106). Although he was exonerated in a

subsequent inquiry, it is clear that James Brooke may not have been as paternalistic a ruler as

he was painted (see Kaur 1995).

Indeed towards the end of Brooke rule, the poor standard of administration and
infrastructure in Sarawak compared to colonies elsewhere, was one of the issues that
reinforced the British desire to take over the State (Tarling 1996). On the resistance to change
on the part of the Brookes, Reece writes:

While it seems harsh to label the Brookes and their officers as keepers of an
anthropological garden, there was something essentially feudal and self-serving about
their administration. They were instinctively opposed to change because they sensed
that it would undermine their status vis-a-vis the natives. They had a vested interest in
perpetuating the system of benign paternalism which had been initiated by James
Brooke, the first Rajah: 'the interests of the natives' required that Europeans should
remain indefinitely as their guardians. In this sense they were all 'white rajahs', or
'little tin gods', as the last Rajah himself called them in 1946. Their position prevented
them from conceding anything more than lip service to the principle of trusteeship
and the ultimate prospect of native rule (Reece 1993: xxvi).

Charles Brooke became the second Rajah on the death of James Brooke in 1868. He, in turn,

ruled until his death in 1917, leaving Sarawak in the hands of Rajah Charles Vyner Brooke
with his brother Bertram playing a very strong supporting role in government. During
Charles Brooke's rule the administration system was set up that is still maintained today in
Sarawak with some modifications (Reece 1993).

In 1941 a constitution was drawn up which gave the Supreme Council (whose members
included Sarawak 'natives') a strong role in government. The Rajah was to act under the
advice of the Council and no longer had the autocratic powers of the past. Doubtful of the

suitability of his nephew Anthony Brooke to succeed him, Rajah Vyner Brooke also gave the
Council advisory powers on appointing the next ruler of Sarawak, with the proviso that he

9
As I shall show, however, it was not only James Brooke who was considered to have the spiritual

potency (see Errington 1983, 1989) that enabled him to bring fertility and other various blessings.
Strangers in general stood in the ambiguous position of being both potentially dangerous and a source
of blessing.
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should be either a British subject or Sarawak native (Reece 1993: 80).

In the 'Preamble' to the constitution, the nine principles of Brooke rule were laid out, and of
these, the eighth spelled the move towards indigenous power — unintentional though it

may have been. It read as follows:
That the goal of self-government shall always be kept in mind, that the people of
Sarawak shall be entrusted in due course with the governance of themselves, and that
continuous efforts shall be made to hasten the reaching of this goal by educating them
in the obligations, the responsibilities, and the privileges of citizenship (Reece 1993:
81).

Reece observes that the above was probably devised to appear more democratic to outsiders,
however 'it was to provide the more politically conscious Malays and Ibans of the immediate

post-war years with a political charter' (ibid.). The period of Japanese occupation of Sarawak
was also to have a major influence on post-war political aspirations within the 'indigenous'

community.

The war in Europe precipitated a change in Japanese and U.S. policy towards Southeast
Asia. Both countries had long harboured interests in the region: the Americans with an

established base in the Philippines wished to protect this interest, while Japan was keen to

exploit the region's natural resources. The two nations initially had similar views as neither
was opposed to change and, in the long term, favoured the end of colonial regimes in
Southeast Asia. The impact of the war in Europe, however, made the U.S.A. decide 'to
maintain the status quo in Southeast Asia at a time when the Japanese became convinced

they had to change it' (Tarling 1996: 65).

Effectively this meant that when colonial powers such as France and the Netherlands fell to

Germany, Japan took the opportunity to take over the administration of the former colonies
of these conquered European nations. The United States, however, supported the interests of
the U.K., leading to the extension of the war into Southeast Asia (Tarling 1996).

The Japanese occupation of Sarawak spelled the beginning of the end for the reign of the
Brookes. Uncertainty over the successor to Vyner had led to the constitution being set up

with only minimal involvement of indigenes in the running of the state. Those of European
origin either fled the country before the Japanese arrived or were placed in internment

camps for the duration of the war. The Brookes were among those who fled, returning to
rule Sarawak for a brief few months in 1946 before ceding the territory to British colonial
rule (Reece 1993; Tarling 1971).
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Getting support from their subjects against the Japanese invaders was a problem for the
embattled colonialists: in order to do so they would have had to introduce some form of

power sharing, which they were not prepared to do (Tarling 1996). As far as the people of
the region were concerned, the Japanese were just another overlord, and as it turned out, at

least they had a more positive impact on the political imaginations of Southeast Asians
themselves (Reece 1993).

Sparsely documented though this period of Sarawak history might be, the historian Reece
uncovered some alternative images of the Japanese occupiers that challenge the usual

stereotypes (ibid.). Probably the most common (European) representations of the Japanese
are of exceptionally cruel men who committed the most horrendous atrocities to the glory of
the Imperial Power. Countless films have centred on the appalling hardships suffered by
Westerners at the hands of their captors. While these representations are based on survivors'
testimonies, the horrors that these men, women and children suffered was only a part of the

story — one that is bound up with an insidious 'Orientalism' (see Said 1978).

Returning to Sarawak and the Brooke administration, it is possible to see a more sinister

aspect of the much vaunted 'paternalism' that was a feature of their reign. Again, this is
more a matter of the overtly 'Orientalist' attitudes common to this period. The indigenous

people of Sarawak, it seemed, were not to be trusted with government — which was to

remain in the hands of the European masters.

The Japanese changed all this. The 'Europeans' were herded into internment camps and the

people of Sarawak were drawn on to aid the new administration. Key to post-war

developments in indigenous political consciousness was, as Reece puts it, 'Japanese
insistence that Asians were perfectly capable of doing anything that Europeans could do
(and doing it better)' (1993:146). The Japanese occupiers, noting the numerical superiority of
the Iban, targeted them for collaboration. A militia of mostly Iban was recruited and trained,
with Malay senior officers. A police training school was set up in Kuching, many Iban were

recruited, and some of them were promoted to senior positions. Another example was the
appointment of educated indigenes to positions previously denied them, such as that of
District Officer. This demonstrated that Sarawak people were perfectly capable of running
their own country and that they need not be dependent on the Europeans after the war was

over. Various associations, encouraged by the Japanese administration, were also set up

doing the period of occupation and these became the sources of later political parties (Reece
1993).
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It must be said, however, that apart from the appalling conditions suffered by Europeans in
the internment camps at Batu Lintang (see Howes 1995), indigenous people too saw the dark
side of the Japanese occupation of Sarawak. Various elderly people whom I knew in

Kuching as well as in Kampung Gayu told stories of how the Japanese were much feared.
One woman, who would have been in her mid to late teens during this period, told me that
when Japanese soldiers came to her village, she and her sisters used to hide in the well that
was near their house. Others in Kampung Gayu talked of having to carry rice to the Japanese
at Pam, the trading point on the Old Serian Road; and then there was the forced labour,
when men were compelled to participate in construction projects in return for paper money

that was of dubious value. On the whole, however, when I asked elderly people about the

Japanese Occupation, they didn't have much to say. Probably the difficulty of travelling to

Gayu in those days dissuaded much contact beyond the rice tax.

Reece certainly makes a strong case for the decline of Brooke and, later, British rule in
Sarawak stemming first with the possibility of self-government being planted in the
constitution of 1941, followed by the administrative experiences gained during the period of

Japanese Occupation. Sarawak was handed over to Australian Military Command in 1945
and there was only a brief few months of Brooke rule from April to July of 1946 before it
became a British colony. Finally, Sarawak achieved independence within the Federation of
Malaysia in 1963 (King 1993:161-163; Reece 1993:147-158).

On the periphery of the Brooke Raj

Contributors to The Sarawak Gazette, primarily a government organ censored by the Rajah,
offer some insight into the relationship between villagers of the Padawan area and foreign
visitors; as well as between those who originated from different mother villages. First

published on the 26th August 1870, the Gazette contains interesting references to various
Bidayuh areas written by government officers and travellers through these areas. The
references to Land Dayaks provide a partial view of the representations of Dayaks at that
time and reflect government policy towards them.

There are references to continuing conflicts with Malay, Chinese and Iban people, mediated

by government appointed officers. There are discussions of responses to European travellers
and some evidence of the kinds of negative stereotypes of Land Dayaks which may have
been common in the latter part of the 19th century (see also Walker 1998). There is also
evidence of conflict between Land Dayak of different areas.

The Padawan area is rarely mentioned in comparison to other Bidayuh areas, and when it is,
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the Annah villages or others more easily accessible by the Sarawak Kiri (the left-hand branch
of the Sarawak River) are usually the focus. Travel to the Gayu area was more difficult since
it involved a boat journey on the Serin River from Pam on the Old Serian Road to Pangkalan
Kut. This small river would not always have been navigable and on arrival, there was still a

considerable walk to Kampung Gayu. Tax collection records published in the Sarawak
Gazette mention the villages of Depan (what is now Kampung Krian), Peraya, Tebut
(Stabut), Noh and Negri which were described collectively as the Serin villages (Sarawak
Gazette 1892: 48). Serin Negri may refer to the 'mother village' (Kampung Gayu) however it
is unclear whether this was the case, located as it is on the Bengin River (see fig. 2).

Commercial enterprise dictated which areas received the most attention from government
officers. The Bidayuh areas most often mentioned were the Bau District with its gold and

antimony mining; and Sadong (the Serian area) where coal mines were located. These
industries ensured that transport links were better developed and hence the travelling much
easier.

Whether or not foreigners visited Gayu or its offshoot villages in the 19th century, they were

certainly not visited often. When Howes, an Anglican missionary, first walked to Kampung

Pasang in the 1950s, it was clear to him that few Belanda had journeyed through that area.

People fled the village when he arrived and Howes thought that they had never seen a white
man before (Howes 1995: 196). Whether or not this was the case, people were clearly afraid
of him. Indeed much more recently, an American anthropologist was taken for a headhunter
when he visited a remote Bidayuh village (Winzeler 1994).

Awdry, Resident for Upper Sarawak, reported in 1890 that the Bukar, Serin and Simpok
people were being overcharged by a Malay tax collector. In the same report he mentions

upholding the complaint of people in the Singghi area that Chinese were encroaching on

their lands (Sarawak Gazette 1890: 9-10). It is probable that Chinese encroachment was

ongoing, since five years later Awdry again upheld the complaint of Singghi people against
Chinese settlers who were felling jungle and fruit trees on their land (Sarawak Gazette 1895:

87-88).

Land Dayaks during this period were still paying some form of tribute to those whom
Awdry calls 'Malay Chiefs in Kuching'. In the Singghi area, Land Dayaks were obliged to
seek authorisation from these chiefs before they could collect durian and offer them as

'presents' (Sarawak Gazette 1891: 88).
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In 1885 the report of a prospector who signs himself W.T.E De M. gives some idea of the

relationship between Europeans and Land Dayaks at the time. He travelled up the Serin
River (Pinyawa' territory), where he was met by suspicion since people were afraid that he

might want to take their land for mining. The Serin people, he says, 'put the country under
interdict or "pamali"which he promptly ignored. Unsurprisingly he was not well received.
A similar thing happened when he reached the Bukar area of Sadong: the area was placed
under a prohibition, which he ignored, but paid the fine in the village that he visited. He
does write, however, of being well received at 'Sompok' (Kampung Simpok) and makes
much of the fact that he was asked to bless people, 'as if they hoped to extract some

supernatural quality from me and transfer it to themselves' (Sarawak Gazette 1885: 35).

He lamented the 'superstition' incorporated in the farming practices of the Land Dayak,
considering the taboos a waste of time; the dependence on omens sometimes being
responsible for late planting leading to poor harvests and starvation. He concluded that they
were 'much neglected by the Government': the implication being that they would benefit
from a 'civilising' influence (Sarawak Gazette. 1885: 37).

The Land Dayak were only one of the many indigenous peoples whom the Europeans

regarded as requiring civilising. However, others such as the Iban took government priority
since they were, unlike the Land Dayak, more often the aggressors rather than the victims. In
short, the Iban people were represented as a warlike, aggressive people who had cut a

swathe through the interior of Borneo pillaging, enslaving and pushing aside all those in
their path. With the advent of James Brooke, their headhunting activities were slowly
curtailed but they remained a thorn in the side of government, offering considerable
resistance to attempts to control and pacify the territory of Sarawak.

On this issue Grijpstra writes,
the Land Dayak did not get much attention from the Administration for many years.
This neglect was mainly due to competition by other, more numerous and sometimes
more troublesome ethnic groups. The Land Dayak, used to being treated badly by
outsiders, tacitly accepted this inferior position, which in turn contributed to the still
popular idea that they are a conservative and less energetic people (Grijpstra 55: 1976).

The above is borne out by a letter to the Sarawak Gazette in 1888 repudiating remarks to the
effect that Land Dayaks were, amongst other things, ignorant and inferior to other 'natives'.
The author was an SPG missionary based at Quop who claimed that more than half of the
families there were planting either coffee, pepper or both and old pupils of the missionary
school were already successful farmers (the implication being that good farming involved
cash crop production). Against the charge that Land Dayaks were not sociable, he said that
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this was because many of the people could not speak Malay (Sarawak Gazette 1888: 92).

The editor's response indicated a negative attitude towards Land Dayaks, which may well
have been prevalent at this time. Although he applauded the adoption of cash cropping, he
added, 'it rather supports our opinion that Land Dyaks are inferior to Sea Dyaks nearly all of
who can carry on a conversation in Malay' (ibid).

In fact it is not surprising that the Sea Dayaks could speak Malay since their language or

dialects is very closely related. In Sarawak today, many people are multilingual and while
almost everyone will speak at least the Sarawak dialect of Malay (if not Bahasa Malaysia, the
national language), a common second language is one of the Iban (Sea Dayak) dialects.

In 1858 Charles Grant and the Reverend William Chalmers made a tour of Upper Sarawak
including a visit to the Padawan area. Grant then wrote a book of his experiences (including
lengthy contributions from Chalmers) which was later serialised in the Sarawak Gazette
from October 1885 to February 1887.

Grant wrote that the Land Dayak were considerably better off under the Rajah's

government. Previous Malay rulers had forced the Dayaks into unpaid labour and to 'sell
without gain and become debtors or slaves because they could not do impossibilities; and
were then unable to pay the fines inflicted for these impossibilities' (Sarawak Gazette 1885:

118). He was told of a massacre at Brang (one of the villages now known as Braang) where
Saribas Iban attacked, killing men, women and children and taking slaves. They also provide
evidence of tension between Land Dayaks of different areas since they were asked to settle a

land dispute between Serin and Bukar people (Sarawak Gazette 1885: 117).

In Kampung Gumbang (in the Bau-Jagoi area), Grant was told a version of the loss of

literacy story, which shows a significant transformation to the version told today in Gayu.
The following is an excerpt from the Sarawak Gazette as narrated by one Pa' Molong.

Years and years ago there was a great rising of the waters (the Deluge?). There were
four men who encountered this flood, and who did not perish in it. Each had a surat
(a writing or book). The first man tied his round his waist, and the waters rising up to
his shoulders destroyed it. This man was the ancestor of the Dyaks, who, even to this
day, cannot read or write, seeing his book was then lost. The second man put his
writing under his arm; but the water reached it too, and wet it, though without
entirely destroying it. He was the father of the Malays, who can read, though
imperfectly. Another put his book on his shoulder; but the rising deluge just reached
it, and, like the last, it was partially destroyed, or rather damaged. See in his
descendants the Chinese, many of whom can read and write, though they, too, are not
very clever at it. But behold the cleverness of the fourth and last man. The waters rose
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and rose; but what did he do? He put the writing on the top of his head, and
consequently the waves did not reach it, and the result is, that even now, whenever
you meet a white man, he is sure to have a surat, alias, a book, before him (Sarawak
Gazette 1-4-1886).10

Losing literacy or giving it away: two stories reconsidered.

Hill dwellers losing their 'papers' and hence the loss of literacy are common themes in oral

history in mainland Southeast Asia. Although they might be even more widespread in the
region, the references which I have found to date are restricted to Burma (Keyes 1977),
Thailand (Tapp 1989,1990; Kammerer 1990), and outwards into China (Tapp 1989, 1990). I
came across only one similar example from the literature of island Southeast Asia, which
refers to a lost book in Sumba, Indonesia (Keane 1995: 299). These authors recount similar
stories where literacy, or more accurately, the medium or symbol of literacy is lost either
during the crossing of water; by encountering animals who eat it; or by the people
themselves eating it. They identify these stories as being key factors in the conversion of
non-literate peoples to Christianity since they regarded the Missionaries as heralding a

'Golden Age' whereby their writing would be returned and they would rise from
subordinate positions as ethnic minorities within their respective nations.11 Although I
would agree with Tapp that these stories contain significant information regarding inter-
ethnic relations, in this instance the memory of once having been literate and the

opportunity to regain this through missionary education, does not appear to have been a

motivating factor in the Gayu area for Christian conversion.

Looking at the loss of literacy story in its own right led me to think more about the issue of
inter-ethnic relations which are an underlying theme in the story. By placing the different
versions of the loss of writing side by side within the social context of their narration one

may begin to speculate on the reasons for such a significant transformation to occur between
the mid 19th century and 1997.1 shall argue that the change in version indicates a difference
in self-representation, which must have gradually developed over the past century.

Indeed Tonkin (1992) stresses the importance of considering the context of the narrative
when trying to unravel the significance of shared memory. The story that was told to me had
significant variations to the earlier version, but nevertheless is regarded as being meaningful
enough to the people who share this memory to be retold over 100 years later. Place this in
the context of my failure to record much detail of how Gayu people fared during the Brooke
era, the comparatively recent Japanese Occupation and then the Confrontation with
10 This excerpt is from one of the issues of the Sarawak Gazette that does not have page numbers.
11 The exception here is Kammerer's (1990) recording of the Akha legends, which lack a millenarian
element.
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Indonesia and we have evidence to support Fentress and Wickham's (1992) statements that
social memory is selective and often omits mention of history's 'Great Events'. They suggest
that memories are selected because of their relevance to both narrator and the audience in a

local context; and because of the shared meaning which the stories hold. The recounting of
oral history is a means of constructing social identity by referring to a shared perspective on

the past: the remembering, the telling, and the listening are a means to 'legitimize the

present' (Fentress and Wickham 1992: 88).

Oral history is 'recreated' history. Tapp examines Hmong stories from the concept of 'real'
history which he describes as the '(inhabited) kind, in that it seeks to illuminate, clarify, and
formulate the foundations of the present' (Tapp 1990:188). He discusses history as being

something which is being 'constantly refashioned' (ibid.: 122) and here I shall examine two

versions of the loss of literacy stories in order to try to give some explanation for the

'refashioning' which has clearly occurred. What was there about the present of the 1850s
which produced this particular narrative as opposed to the current one found today in

Gayu?

Representations of the Land Dayak from early written sources are of a people who appeared
to have been so savagely oppressed that they had a very low self esteem. From the

perspective of 'outsiders' (mainly government officers or missionaries), Roth wrote,

Long ages of oppression by a kindred race, more cunning but not much more
civilised, had burnt deeply into their character, and to Europeans, in consequence of
the very faults which oppression has fostered if not engendered, they do not offer that
wide field for sympathy to which they are entitled (Roth xvii-xviii: 1968 [1896]).

The image that emerges is of people ground down and pathetic. It does not necessarily
follow that this stereotype would have been recognised as an accurate one by Bidayuh
themselves, however it does seem to indicate that in dealings with others at least, Land

Dayak of this period projected an image of themselves which was probably unappealing to

foreign visitors. Certainly the story told to Chalmers displayed a keen sense of hierarchy
with the Belanda at the top (having preserved their writing intact), the Malays and Chinese
in the middle with their 'imperfect' writing, and the Land Dayak firmly at the bottom with
the total loss of literacy.

According to the Bidayuh origin story that I presented earlier, the Bidayuh (or at least those
who settled in the areas mentioned by the narrator) have always lived comparatively close to
centres of power. For this reason they have been more accessible to tax collectors, raiders
and slavers. Retreat to mountainous areas gave them some form of protection from attack
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but at the same time penned them within the confines of often marginal farmland. It was

with the gradual eradication of headhunting that people began to move down the hillsides
and establish their villages on more hospitable land.

While the Iban roamed over vast distances in the interior of the State (Freeman 1970), the

Bidayuh were hemmed into a comparatively small area. On one side was the Kalimantan
border and on the other, Iban and Malay settlements. Although the political boundary did
not necessarily prevent movement between the two countries, in some areas it was

inadvisable to do so. For example, in 1884, the Resident for Upper Sarawak had to deal with
unfair claims made on the Jagui (Jagoi) people who were being taxed by the Sultan of
Sambas across the border in the then Dutch Borneo, and were also liable to pay taxes to the
Brooke government. The matter was resolved by the government officer marking out the
boundary, negotiating with the Sultan and offering the villagers the opportunity to choose
which side of the border to live and farm on. They ultimately decided to stay within
Sarawak but the enforcement of the political boundary would have resulted in a loss of
farmland to a people who had once straddled the two countries (Sarawak Gazette 1884: 80-

81).

Indeed, elsewhere in Malaysia, people living in close proximity to political boundaries today
do not regard them as an impediment to travel (see Carsten 1998: 215). Carsten argues that
this is linked to ideas of power associated with the 'traditional' polity in Southeast Asia.
These polities were conceptualised as centres from which power emanated, growing ever

weaker as it travelled away from the centre (ibid.; see also Anderson 1972; Errington 1983,
1989; Geertz 1980; Gullick 1988; Keyes 1977; Tambiah 1976). In contrast to this, the modern
border is conceived of as a fixed line where the power of the state is equally strong at the

edge of state control (Carsten 1998: 215).

Although the border may have been yet another colonial construct, the idea of a border, as

Carsten (ibid.) illustrates, was not unduly affected. Where state power was felt through
taxation from sultanates in Dutch Borneo or the 'White Rajah' in Sarawak, the border was

fixed in terms of where people settled. This did not prevent people from crossing it to visit
relatives. In border areas that were much further removed from Malay centres of power such
as the Annah and Tibia villages of Upper Padawan, there was much freer movement. Indeed
during Howes' residence in the vicinity of Kampung Annah Rais in the late 1950s, he noted
frequent visits of Indonesian Bidayuh into Sarawak for the purpose of trade.12 Today people

12 Howes was an SPG missionary who was seconded to the government to implement the Padawan
Development Scheme. He was based in Quop for many years and travelled between there, Ta'ee in the
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who live in border areas often have relatives living in nearby Kalimantan who visit them

during festive occasions. An unofficial stay of a few days appears to be the norm although
the visitors must be wary of the occasional raid by police.

To return to the analysis of the two stories of the loss of writing, however, the earlier version
was told to a visiting missionary in the company of a government officer and it is possible
that the narrator tailored the story to ingratiate himself with the visitors.13 Of the late 1930s
Howes writes, 'Asians, in those days, tended to say what they knew their 'superiors' wanted
to hear' (1995: 63). In the earlier version of the story, the emphasis is on the resourcefulness
of the Belanda while the Bidayuh are represented as lacking the wit to save their writing.

There are, to my knowledge, two published versions of this story, both in the Sarawak
Gazette and both told to missionaries. Chalmers' version I have already mentioned: the other
was a similar tale told to Father Dunn in 1888 (Sarawak Gazette xviii: 273: 127). This may

have been the version of the story told to visiting Belanda, but one cannot assume from this
that the story was told in the same way to a Bidayuh audience. In the earlier versions, they
do not highlight good memory as a valued asset. However it is probable that at a time when

Christianity had gained little or no converts, a good memory would have been as highly

regarded as it is today by the dukun in Gayu. Saying anything about memory, however,

might have risked offending the visitors.

Current versions stress the positive aspects of the loss of literacy story. 'Memory' and
'cleverness' are to the fore with all of the ambiguity that surrounds them. The story subtly

suggests the superiority of the Bidayuh: they were clever enough to save their writing and,
being clever meant that they had excellent memories. An excellent memory then led to the
conclusion of the story: that one with such a memory did not need to be able to write and so

literacy was given to one less fortunate.

Today this story is a means to explain their current position vis a vis other ethnic groups in
Sarawak. Babai Helman's further commentary shows an awareness that they have been 'left
behind' in the development stakes. Linking underdevelopment to the lack of literacy is

probably a comparatively recent trend, however, since the first efforts to establish schools in

Sadong area, and Upper Padawan setting up mission schools and ministering to converts. He found
conditions so appalling in Upper Padawan that he devised the Scheme to combat high infant mortality
rates, as well as poor health and nutrition, by introducing new agricultural techniques, medical care
and health education (see Howes 1995).
13

As Walker (1998) argues, however, Bidayuh people often resisted the power of'outsiders' by either
transforming the visitor's potency into blessings for the community, or by tax evasion. 1 elaborate on
acts of resistance in the following chapter.
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the area were rejected.

The history of conflict with 'others' and the potential danger posed by outsiders coming in is
the main reason why initial missionary efforts failed. Several elderly informants in Gayu and
nearby villages told me that they had initially turned down the offer of schooling for their
children because they were afraid that the children would be taken from them. Indeed, the

history of the region provides ample support for their fears of abduction and slavery (see
Runciman 1960: 57). Ethnographies of Borneo show that the taking of slaves during warfare
was common place, and although they were often incorporated into the society of the
conquerors, they were still remembered as slaves or their descendants. Furthermore, slaves
were also the victims of human sacrifice (see Freeman 1992: 70-71; Waterson 1993: 123; Ave

& King 1986: 61). Some people said that the elderly were fearful that the Belanda ('white'

people) only wanted to teach the children so that they could turn them into soldiers for the
British Army (see also Gerrits 1994: 95-96).

Peter Howes (an Anglican missionary) was, according to Gerrits (1994: 95), the first

missionary in the area and he was turned away for the above reason. Some elderly people in
another of the Pinyawa' villages, however, told me that by the time that Howes approached
them, a Catholic priest known as Father Harry had already established basic literacy and

numeracy classes in some of the Pinyawa' villages. They gave this as an alternative reason

why Father Howes was turned away.

The first schools were little huts built of bamboo and attap, open to both adults and children.
One elderly Tua Kampung told me that he had been one of the first students to learn his
ABC's (as he called it) when he was already an adult. These little schools sprang up in

villages in the surrounding area, providing education up to the standard of Primary 3. By
the time that these first students were ready to progress onwards, the priests had gained the
donation of the flat land that now forms the administrative centre of Teng Bukap. This was a

central point from which to offer further schooling for the children of the Pinyawa' villages.
By this time, Howes had made his mark with the Upper Padawan Development Scheme,
and people began to see the potential benefits of education.

Teng Bukap was central to the plans of the missionaries who expected to gradually win
converts, and to build a new, Christian community around the school. Experience in other
areas had led them to expect that when people converted, they would be banished from
their villages (see Rooney 1981). As church records in Gayu indicate however, the vision of a
Christian community in Teng Bukap failed to materialise and they gained very few converts
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in those early years.

One reason was that in the early days of St.Michaels School in Teng Bukap, the priests must
have approached their charges with undue zeal and the nyamba gawai (the elderly who
practice Adat Gawai) responded with firm disapproval. They saw to it that parents withdrew
their children from the school until the priests understood that they could teach the children
to read and write but were not to try to draw them away from their own adat. This was

agreed and the children returned to school, but it is clear from what some of these first

pupils told me that bible study and Christian worship gradually crept back into the
curriculum. Later chapters show the process that was involved in individual decisions to

become Catholic many years later.

A twist in the tale of early missionary activity, was the fact that instead of a community of
Catholics being established in Teng Bukap, Chinese traders moved in to take advantage of
new trading opportunities. One of the first teacher-missionaries told me that one of the

priests tried to combat what he regarded as the exploitative relationship between traders
and villagers by setting up a co-operative aimed at bypassing Chinese middlemen. This
earned him the nickname 'Father Barak' (Father Banana) because of the truckloads of

bananas, which were sold through the co-operative.

The initial response of Gayu people to missionaries is confirmation of the perception that
contact with others was fraught with danger. This did not prevent people from the Pinyawa'

villages from venturing outside their territory for trading purposes but this was outside
contact on their own terms. Through the ages, the appearance of strangers has heralded
conflict in the form of encroachment on land, slavery, extortion and even the loss of life.

Today Bidayuh people migrate across Sarawak and beyond for employment or education.

Gayu people live at the other end of Sarawak working in the oil industry in Miri; working or

studying in West Malaysia and a large proportion of households have at least one family
member working in Kuching. Remittances from family members play an important part in
the village economy.

Bidayuh from Bau are perhaps the most fortunate in development terms. This was where
one of the first Catholic missionary schools was built, therefore a higher proportion of the

population has had access to education for longer than in the Padawan area. A parish priest
who served Gayu told me that often people would say that if education had come to Gayu as

early as to Bau-Singghi, then many of them would now have good jobs in the government
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service. Quop, Serian and Ta'ee are other areas which had the earliest (Anglican) schools and
today Bidayuh who hold influential posts in the civil service or in politics tend to be from
these areas.

Although there is still considerable hardship in some of the Padawan villages compared to

Kuching, there is no doubt that things have improved considerably since the Padawan
Development Scheme of the 1960s. Some villages are still only accessible by forest paths and
those served by roads do not enjoy the luxury of smooth metalled surfaces but all have
access to education and health services. Children from remote villages are offered boarding-
school facilities and children from low income families receive government assistance

ranging from free school uniforms and books to scholarships.

The situation is still far from equitable, as the headmaster of S.M.K. Padawan (Padawan

Secondary School) explained to me.14 He said that although government assistance makes it

possible for even the poorest families to send their children to school, unless they secure a

scholarship at secondary school level it is very difficult for them to excel. This is because of
the limited access which rural children have to extra-curricular materials which urban pupils
find readily available in libraries. Towards the end of my fieldwork there was talk of

opening a library in Teng Bukap to serve the surrounding villages, but in the villages a

number of hours walk from the nearest road, it is unlikely that facilities such as this will
make much impact.

There is access to free health care in the government clinics: one at Teng Bukap and another
at Padawan. The clinic personnel do outreach work such as vaccination programs, anti¬
malarial prevention, and to provide health education. They are also responsible for ensuring
that all villages have safe water supplies and latrine systems.15

Conditions have improved enormously, and as more and more Gayu people gain further
and higher education, they will attain influential positions that will, one hopes, strengthen
their voice in political concerns. From representations of themselves as being inferior and
somewhat servile, they now speak with a voice that, while mindful of the past, shows pride
in positive attributes such as good memory and cleverness. From being people on the
margins of state power, they grow ever more involved and concerned with the politics of the
centre.

14 S.M.K. (Sekolah Menengah Kerajaan) Padawan is a fully government funded secondary school.
15 A researcher on rural electrification in Sarawak concluded that although mains electricity was
considered desirable, the provision and monitoring of safe drinking water was the most important
development initiative implemented by the state (Randell 1992).
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Localising Lifeworlds: Conversion and the Politics of Bangsa

The Pinyawa', and more generally the Bidayuh people, have had a long history of conflict
with 'others', particularly dominant Muslims. While Malays have long been associated with
the power of the 'centre', albeit in a slightly ambiguous way during the period of Brooke
rule, Bidayuh people have until comparatively recently been firmly located way out on the
periphery. Although there is considerable evidence that political power is ethnically based
and that Malays have the majority share, I argue against assertions that this represents

hegemony. I show how marginal people challenge notions of hegemony, by using religion
and ritual as a form of cultural resistance. More recently, conversion to Christianity has been
another means by which non-Muslim people resist being absorbed into the dominant

ethnicity and maintain their sense of difference.

Ethnic and other identities are linked to the production of locality (Appadurai 1995), and
certain forms of ritual are bound up with the performance of identity and maintaining
difference on a number of levels. Firstly, this places a boundary between Bidayuh and the
state; and between the Pinyawa' people and their neighbours. Religion is used both as a

marker of difference and as a means by which this particular locality is produced and

reproduced.

Ethnic labels are contested and resisted at different levels, and I use the term with extreme

caution. Following Banks (1996), I discuss folk models of ethnicity rather than engage with
circular arguments about the definitions of ethnicity, boundaries, cultural content and so on.

Indeed Vermeulen and Govers argue that it is important to define ethnicity in terms of what

they call 'subjective states' (1997: 5). Furthermore, 'It is exactly in order to study this variable
relation between the so-called objective reality and its representation and 'use', that a

'subjective definition', a definition in terms of consciousness, is to be preferred' (ibid.). While
Barth's (1969) work was a landmark contribution to studies of ethnicity, theories since then
have built on and developed this approach without ever travelling too far away from it (see
Banks 1996; Jenkins 1997; Vermeulen and Govers 1997). It is ironic that just as theories and
definitions of ethnicity are difficult to pin down, so too are definitions of ethnic groups

themselves. What is of more interest here, is how people in Sarawak manipulate and flow
between ethnicities and other forms of difference.

I shall discuss how the Malay bangsa ('ethnicity') is bound up with a would-be hegemonic
discourse, which is resisted by Bidayuh people of the Padawan area, particularly by
conversion to Christianity. Bangsa forms one aspect of identity and it is drawn on differently

50



according to the context. In the city, in a multiethnic situation, ethnic identity is a more

significant form of boundary between people of different origins. Back in the village,
however, more localised boundaries are drawn. Just as ethnicity plays a part in the choices
which people make in their conversion to a world religion, at the local level the performance
of rituals associated with the cultivation of padi play their part in maintaining and

demonstrating other forms of difference.

Locality, in this context, is mutually constitutive. While the people (in this case the Pinyawa')
define themselves in relationship to their territory, they inscribe the locality with markers of
their own particular identities. As I shall explain later, the production of locality is 'relational
and contextual rather than as scalar or spatial' (Appadurai 1995: 204) and in its making, there
is a certain amount of negotiation between what Appadurai has called 'local subjects' and the
nation state. While the state seeks to impose its own kind of 'legibility' on both territory and

subjects (Scott 1998; see also Mitchell 1988), the subjects themselves vary in the modes of
resistance to the order imposed from without (Appadurai 1995: 213-215; Scott 1985).

A focus on the mechanics of power offers a somewhat sinister picture of what some refer to
as hegemonic control, however, by looking at the process of making a nation and its

neighbourhoods legible, even the most seemingly democratic of nations begins to look like
an all-encompassing, all-knowing, and all too easily reified monster. This would provide a

rather exaggerated view of the power of the Malaysian state and its effects on the lives of
Gayu people. As Foucault has argued, power is only measurable by its effects, and in order
to understand more about how the state articulates with the daily lives of its subjects, it is

necessary to move away from the top down approach and look instead at those on the
margins of power (Foucault 1986: 232-233). People on the periphery are not just passive
bodies buffeted and controlled from afar by state legislation and bureaucrats:

neighbourhoods are created by local subjects in ways that produce their own, localised,
forms of order that leave them in an ambiguous position vis a vis the state. They are both the
source of citizenry and yet, through their own constructions of locality, may challenge the
authority of the state (Appadurai 1995: 215).

In response to the marginal position of the Meratus Dayak in Indonesia, Tsing too questions
a discourse of hegemony. In words that surely have wider relevance to marginal people
everywhere, she writes,

Meratus respond, reinterpret, and challenge even as they accept and are shaped by
these forms of knowledge. My analysis locates itself at a "Meratus" level, in order to
emphasize local negotiations — and, in the process, to reformulate anthropological
ideas of the local (Tsing 1993: 8).



The danger of engaging in such a discourse, however, is that by implication, one might be
accused of drawing a dichotomy between the local and the global when, in fact, this is clearly
not possible. As Appadurai notes, the production of locality becomes even more interesting
and somewhat precarious in a globalised world where people are constantly on the move

and nation-states seek to define and construct citizens in a homogenising way (Appadurai
1995: 213). Yet those on the margins continue to resist these homogenising definitions

through their own creativities. Access to information technology and the internet further
subverts control by nation-states and blurs divisions between, for instance, the local and

global; rural and urban; between ethnicities, and between different nationalisms.

Talking about people on the margins inevitably means addressing a discourse of centre and

periphery and the large body of literature devoted to it with reference to Southeast Asia.
Much of this focuses on a peculiarly Southeast Asian form of power related to divine

kingship and notions of 'potency'.1 It has been criticised, however, for ignoring those on the

margins of centrist states (Tsing 1993), and for dealing only with the poetics of power

(Howes 1991; Tooker 1996). In this chapter I shall bring together the notions of potency and
rhetorics of the centre with a more pragmatic focus on the mechanics of power and resistance
to the would-be hegemony emanating from powerful centres.

I shall begin with a discussion of bangsa in Malaysia by looking at how it is used and acted

upon by individuals. In this sense, ethnicity is situational and contextual. Following King
(1989, 2001), I regard the idea of trying to pin down what it means to be Bidayuh, Malay,
Iban or anything else as being almost impossible given the way that people flow between

categories. Indeed, as recently as 1966, census takers in Sarawak bemoaned the fact that the
names that people used for themselves were often different to those used by officials — to
the extent that some people differentiated themselves from neighbours who seemed identical
in both 'custom' and language (Jones 1966: 13-14).

On the problem of ethnic classification, King writes:
The common features of these Bornean peoples and their history of socio-cultural
fission and fusion ... have meant that ethnic boundaries are not, in general, clearly
defined, but, on the contrary, are blurred and in a state of flux (King, 1972:96). What is
more to the point is that differences between groupings do not usually lead to sharp
socio-cultural disjunctures. Instead individuals can move across boundaries with a
considerable measure of ease, and may, at any one time, share elements from two or
more different ethnic categories. These considerations have presented major
difficulties for those scholars interested in the formulation of comprehensive and
unambiguous classifications of Borneo peoples (King 1994: 2).

1 For example, see Errington (1983, 1989), Anderson (1972), Geertz (1980) and Tambiah (1976).
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Not only are the boundaries 'blurred' between groups, but the use of the term 'group' is also

problematic since it too, implies boundedness and raises the question, "What constitutes a

group and what are its defining features?" This, of course, is almost impossible to answer.

This is why I have chosen to avoid the term 'ethnicity' wherever possible and to substitute it
with bangsa: the term used by the people themselves. Although ethnicity and classification
might be a problem for academics, if one uses bangsa in the way it is understood by the
people involved, it becomes more straightforward. Someone in Gayu knows that they are

Bidayuh as opposed to Iban, Kayan, Malay or anything else. Indeed, as King notes, ethnicity
is often situational: people may describe themselves in terms of contrast to others (1989: 240).

Ethnicity is inextricable from political and economic processes. Geertz writes that in 'new
states' such as Malaysia, ethnicity (and indeed, nationalism) is elaborated in terms of

'primordial discontent' (Geertz 1993) and following Barth (1969), he emphasises the need to
locate ethnicity and ethnic categories in terms of social action. As Jenkins puts it:

Although we talk about them in these terms endlessly, neither culture nor ethnicity is
'something' that people 'have', or, indeed, to which they 'belong'. They are, rather,
complex repertoires which people experience, use, learn and 'do' in their daily lives,
within which they construct an ongoing sense of themselves and an understanding of
their fellows (Jenkins 1997: 14).

I avoid engaging with discussions of ethnicity (either theoretical or otherwise) save to
illustrate how the politics of bangsa are implicated in conversion to Christianity, and the

processes of domination and resistance. Although I begin with a discussion of ethnicity and
locate the Bidayuh within this, I then look at the place of ritual and religion in constructing
other forms of identity. I argue that these variations on the theme of difference can easily be
subsumed within a lifeworld that is continually in the process of being fashioned in response

to these multiple identities.

As a starting point I shall discuss the Malaysian identity card, and show how Malaysians
both construct and manipulate ethnicity. I shall talk about this in the terms which they use

themselves, however, which is 'bangsa'.

The Identity Card

At twelve years of age, all Malaysians are legally required to apply for an identity card,
which should be carried at all times. At a quick glance, this card seems no more innocuous
than a birth certificate with photo attached, but in fact, this card carries rather more

information when seen through the eyes of government officials.
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The card shows the holder's name, address, the date of issue, old identity card number (if

applicable), and a photo: the number of the card gives additional information. This follows
the format 'date of birth' (year: month: day); a code for the place of birth (a two digit number
which indicates the state born in or a foreign country code); followed by the specific identity
card number. It then shows whether or not the holder is a Malaysian citizen. On the reverse

side are thumbprints and a computer bar code.

The old style of identity cards (phased out about five years ago) were even more revealing.

They were colour coded so that officials could tell if the holder was a Malaysian citizen
(denoted by a blue coloured card), a permanent resident (red card), or the holder of a long-
term work permit (green). Additional important information was provided under the

heading of bangsa, which is commonly translated as 'race' by Malaysian English speakers,
although ethnicity is more accurate.

Although this category is no longer present on current identity cards, a person's name

provides clues to identifying their bangsa. A Muslim is easily identified by the format:
'personal name', bin or binti (son or daughter of), followed by the father's name. Most people
recognise a Muslim convert by the father's name being replaced by 'Abdullah', except, of
course, if the father happens to have this name. Sarawak Muslims are predominantly Malay,

although there are a number of Muslims of Indian descent. Furthermore, in Sarawak it is
possible to identify Dayak (Iban and Bidayuh) people since their names follow the format:
'personal name', 'ak' (short form of anak or child / child of), followed by the father's name. I
am unsure whether this is more widely applicable to other 'indigenous' people. Names of
Chinese origin are also distinctively different.

Bangsa may have important consequences for future opportunities since a person's bangsa
determines whether or not they will be classified as bumiputera ('indigenous', sometimes
translated as 'sons of the soil'). Bumiputera is used to contrast the pioneer settler Malays (and
the Orang Asli) with the vast numbers of Chinese and Indians who immigrated to Malaysia
between 1850-1930 to fulfil the labour requirements of the British colonial regime (Lee 1990).

Bumiputera ascribes indigenous status to all Malays although the words 'indigenous' or

'native' are highly problematic.2 The migration histories of the region highlight the difficulty
of pinpointing who could be termed 'native' to any particular locality. For Instance, in Pulau
Langkawi (an island off the coast of Kedah, Peninsular Malaysia), Carsten discovered that

2
Furthermore, the category Malay, and 'Malayness', assumes a homogeneity that is simply problematic

(see Kahn 1992; Milner 1998; Shamsul 1998).
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the origins of people in her fieldsite were 'geographically highly heterogeneous - they
include other states of peninsular Malaysia as well as Thailand and Indonesia' (Carsten 1995:

319). The statement of a village headman emphasises this: 'People here are all people who
have come. There aren't any native people...' (ibid: 322).

The Tun Kampung of a Langkawi village could well be speaking for the country as a whole. In
West Malaysia the ethnic categories are mostly boiled down to Malay; the usually non-

Muslim indigenous people often referred to as Orang Asli (Hirschman 1987), Indian (either
recent migrants or their descendants) and Chinese: many of whom have lived in Malaysia
for hundreds of years.

In Sarawak the population is broadly categorised as Malay, Iban (Sea Dayak), Bidayuh or

Land Dayak, Melanau, Orang Ulu (which embraces a wide range of people including the

Kayan, Kenyah, Kelabit, Penan and Lun Bawang), Chinese and Others. 'Others' includes
small minorities such as those of Indian descent, Eurasians and migrant workers. Of these

categories, only the Chinese and Others are excluded from being designated bumiputera.

Again this is no indication of ancestry since migration histories show the movement of
Sarawak peoples across Borneo from Kalimantan, Brunei and beyond.3

All attempts at rigid classification are doomed from the start. Ethnic labels cannot necessarily
be relied upon to indicate the actual identity of an individual. A person's bangsa may be a

reflection of political choices (or that of the parents) as much as anything else. As long ago as

1954, Leach's ethnography of the Kachin and Shan of highland Burma illustrated that
ethnicity was neither fixed at birth nor a category that a person might bear to the grave. This

ethnography provided examples of not only switching ethnicity with locality, but also of
some people being able to be both ethnicities at the same time (Leach 1970 [1954]). So too in
Sarawak, there is flow between 'groups'.

The bnngsa stated in census taking and other official documents, is sometimes no real
indication of the owner's parentage. For instance, I know of several cases of mixed marriage
where the bangsa of the children is recorded as that of the father since the mother was a non-

bumiputera. This is an example of politically driven choice of ethnicity. Not being a

bumiputera carries a number of disadvantages such as being unable to attend some colleges,
and being excluded from various government incentives aimed at fostering new business
enterprises.

3 See Freeman (1970) on Iban migrations and Rousseau (1990) on the Central Bornean groups such as
the Kayan.
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The choice of ethnic affiliation is also linked to religion. The marriage between a Muslim and
a person of another religion necessitates the conversion to Islam of the non-Muslim. This is in
order to have the marriage recognised by law, and people whom I met in this position were

under the impression that there was no choice in the matter. This is regardless of the gender
of the Muslim partner.

Across the country as a whole, the Malays are the most dominant ethnic group both
numerically and politically: this ethnic group is also the largest group of Muslims (Kahn
1992; Ackerman and Lee 1990; Loh Kok Wah 1992; Shamsul 1998). Therefore when someone

converts to Islam through marriage it is highly likely that the Muslim partner is Malay. In
fact, instead of referring to a Muslim convert as having become Muslim, many people in

Malaysia refer to conversion to Islam as 'becoming Malay' (masuk Melayu). This is an example
of that which has been called Malay 'hegemony' (Lee 1990; Loh Kok Wah 1992).

Islam and discourses of 'hegemony'

Nagata, writing about Malay ethnic identity formation on the Malaysian Peninsula, states
that Islam is the primary charter of Malay ethnic identity. During the Indie period (from
around 700 A.D. until the arrival of Islam around the 15th and 16th centuries), the term

'Malay' referred to a heterogeneous, mobile people belonging to polities throughout the

Malay peninsula and Sumatra. Islam became ever more widespread as conversion was used
as a strategy to form political alliances between sultanates, to facilitate economic interests
and eventually was used as a source of unity and opposition against the incoming Spanish
and Portuguese (Nagata 1981: 97-99). Like King (1993), she states that Islam became 'an
intrinsic element of Malayness, such that in Malay areas it could be said that to enter Islam
(masok Islam) was the same as to become a Malay (masok Melayu)' (Nagata 1981: 99).4

During the period of British colonial rule in Peninsular Malaysia, the aristocratic Malays
were treated with some deference by the British administration, as indeed were Malay
nobles under the Brooke government in Sarawak. Lee discusses the advent of Malay

hegemony as stemming from the development of Malay nationalism prior to independence
(see also Shamsul 1998; Loh Kok Wah 1992). Unlike the Chinese and Indian people of

Malaysia whose nationalistic sentiments were focused on India and China, the Malays
sought to consolidate their position within Malaysia with an eye to their post-colonial future
(Lee 1990).

4 The same is true for Indonesia. See Kipp (1987, 1993).
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After independence, the coalition government as well as the military were dominated by
Malays. They were thus in a position to promote the 'special rights' of Malays to 'reinforce

Malay participation in commercial, industrial and various professional activities' (Lee 1990:
486). The New Economic Policy of the 1970s brought with it preferential treatment: for
instance, easy entry to universities supported by government scholarships which built up a

Malay middle class intelligentsia who subsequently dominated the civil service (Lee 1990).

The 'race riots' of 1969 led to the creation of the Internal Security Act (ISA), aimed at curbing
ethnic tension. This intensified the political power of the Malay dominated government who

subsequently used the Act to arrest political dissidents without trial during the unrest of
1987. This increased state control, however, led to dissatisfaction among Malay subjects who
turned to Islam as a means to express dissent in a legitimate manner. The government

response to the rise of Islamic fundamentalism was to take on the role of state sponsor of
Islam. This included funding Islamic Universities, schools and museums (Lee 1990).

Lee writes, 'Malay hegemonic assertion has magnified the importance of the Malay
language, religion (Islam), and customary expressions over non-Malay traditions' (1990: 486).
Indeed Shamsul adds:

The Sedition Act of 1970 declared seditious and punishable any public discussion on
Malay rights and privileges, on Islam, on Malay rulers or Malay language. Malay
culture became the basis of the "national culture" — national dress, dance, theatre,
music, and so on. Malaysians were free to practice their own religions and cultures,
but official functions, deemed national functions, exhibited a total Malay hegemony.
For some years the Chinese lion dance could not be performed publicly (1998: 146).

Malays are the majority ethnic group of the Malaysian Peninsula, however, 'Malay
hegemony' is not a phrase that can be applied to Sarawak without further elaboration, and
indeed some contestation.5

Bangsa and politics in Sarawak

'Unity in diversity' is a national slogan, which aims to whitewash over the ethnic tensions
that resulted in the bloody riots of 1969. The rhetoric is of one big, happy family, respectful
of each other's differences. The many different ethnic groups of Sarawak are recognised by
the word 'diversity' but in fact the rhetoric tends to conflate many of the 33 ethnic categories
listed in the Sarawak Museum under the umbrellas of a mere six or seven. These categories
were initially constructed during the Brooke regime as a means to label and enumerate the
population of the state.6

5 As Loh Kok Wah (1992) clearly demonstrates, since joining the Federation of Malaysia Sabahans
have challenged Malay power with what he describes as 'counter-hegemonic' movements.
6 On the construction of ethnic categories by the Brooke governments see Rousseau (1990: 74) and
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'Bidayuh' (previously 'Land Dayak') was the term invented by the Brooke government that
has persisted to this date. It suggests a kind of unity that is problematic when talking to those
whom it refers to, since identities were constructed in terms of the relationship to a mother

village and a common territory. People often used names of nearby rivers or mountains as

markers of who they were and where they lived: as it is still the case in Kampung Gayu.

This lack of unity has caused persistent problems for Dayak people in general in terms of
their ability to access political power in Sarawak. While there appears to be much more of a

sense of unity (or at least the ability to form powerful alliances) within the Muslim electorate,
the Dayak vote remained split. Although the Iban have been represented as a unified people
who were able to form huge armies for warfare (see previous chapter), in terms of modern

politics they too do not present a united front. The first political parties saw the Iban party

membership split by territory. SNAP (Sarawak National Party), for instance, was formed

primarily by the Saribas Ibans, while PESAKA (Parti Pesaka Anak Sarawak) was constituted by
Iban of the Rejang River basin (Jawan 1991).

Although the first two chief ministers of Sarawak after joining the Federation of Malaysia
were Iban, their power was gradually undermined through Federal intervention from the

Malay Peninsula.7 One might argue that the manner in which this came about as well as the
current political situation in Sarawak provides evidence to back up the case for Malay
hegemony.

The first two Chief Ministers of Sarawak to be elected were Iban. The first, Stephen Kalong

Ningkan, was critical of the federal government and incurred their disapproval with his
insistence on upholding the rights of the Sarawak state. He resisted attempts to adopt Bahasa
Malaysia as the state language and 'the indigenization of the Sarawak civil service' (Jawan
1991: 22). He was elected through the alliance of PESAKA and SNAP, which agreed that

Ningkan (SNAP) would be Chief Minister while the Governorship would be held by the
PESAKA leader, Temenggong Jugah. What followed was an example of the power of the
Malays in the new nation: the federal government intervened, arguing 'that since the post of
the Chief Minister was filled by an Iban, the Governorship should be given to a Malay'
(Jawan 1991:11 n30).

King (1989: 7, 2001: 5). On the construction of ethnicity in West Malaysia see Shamsul (1998: 136-
137), particularly on how terms constructed and used during colonial times actually created and
enhanced difference. See also Milner (1998).
7

As Loh Kok Wah (1992) has shown, the same process of Federal intervention and increasing control
occurred in Sabah.
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With Ningkan's rise to state leadership, he alienated the members of PESAKA by denying
them ministerial positions in his cabinet. The loss of their support led to his eventual
dismissal, aided by what Jawan terms a united Malay/Melanau front, the intervention of
federal authorities and the use of 'emergency regulations' to appoint another Iban Chief
Minister. Again this was a case of Malay intervention since the elected Iban was weak and

easily manipulated and a more able Iban leader was passed over (Jawan 1991: 24; see also

King 1990: 124).

While the Dayak vote has always been split between a range of political parties in the state,
the Malay and Melanau votes have presented a more united front. The Chinese too rallied
under SUPP (Sarawak United People's Party) and, realising that political power in their own

right was not a feasible option, they became 'power brokers' in state politics with the ability
to swing the balance of power between the rival factions. This was evident in the removal of
the Iban Chief Minister — the support of SUPP swung the balance in favour of the

Malay/Melanau bloc.

Gradually the Malays and Melanaus gathered more political power, culminating in the
election of the Melanau Chief Minister Abdul Rahman Ya'kub in 1970. His nephew, the

present incumbent, became his successor (Jawan 1991; King 1990). The source of unity of the

Melanau/Malay alliance is, according to Jawan (1991), Islam. Although not all Melanau are

Muslim, they represent a substantial number of this bangsa. Interestingly enough, King adds
that both Melanau Chief Ministers had held Federal posts prior to election and enjoyed the

support of powerful patrons from Peninsular Malaysia (1990: 125).

Jawan (1991) emphasises that the main barrier to the non-Muslims gaining more political

power is their lack of unity. The Dayak vote is split between a range of political parties while
the Muslim peoples of Sarawak maintain their domination of State and Federal politics by
the alliances that they form. The national rhetoric is 'unity in diversity': a slogan aimed at

appeasing ethnic tensions, or at least, glossing over them. However, it is ironic that diversity
lies at the root of lack of Dayak political power, while, although the Muslim people of

Malaysia are far from homogenous, Islam appears to be a rallying factor in their
demonstration of unity at the level of state and national politics. The political slogan of the
Muslims in power might well be rephrased as 'our unity, their diversity'.

Many people in Sarawak today perceive that the Muslims are in charge. Jawan writes that
development has been skewed to reflect the interests of urban dwelling elites. Furthermore,
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he writes, 'The removal of Ibans from the centre of power in Sarawak and their political

marginalization have resulted in a general neglect of Iban (Dayak) development' (Jawan
1991: 28).

The way that people in the Padawan area talk about rural development reflects their belief
that they too have been bypassed by successive administrations. They talk of how they have
no surfaced roads, mains electricity or sewage systems, although they are not far distant
from Kuching. They contrast their lives with that of rural Malay villages that have all of
these benefits, simply because they are Muslim. I am unable to comment on whether there is,
in fact, discrimination of this order, but what seems to be of most significance is that this is
how non-Muslim Dayak people perceive their political situation: that is, as marginalised and

having little say in development processes.

If this, then, is an example of Malay political power, does this mean hegemony? In the

following section I shall argue that although many Bidayuh of the Padawan area may

perceive themselves as marginal to state politics, they nevertheless resist the possibility of
incorporation into the dominant bangsa. They do this by locating themselves within
lifeworlds that, open as they are to absorbing and incorporating incomers as well as converts
to Christianity and Islam, allow themselves to nevertheless maintain a sense of Bidayuh or

Pinyawa' identity.

Hegemony and resistance in Padawan

The Bidayuh or Land Dayak can be described in Keyes' (1977) terms as one of the 'hill-
dwelling' peoples on the periphery of Southeast Asian states. 'Power', in the Southeast Asian

polity of the Indie period, was demonstrated by the control of people rather than territory,
and central to this was the ease with which people could be absorbed and incorporated

(Gullick 1988; Scott 1999). A large population was required for both warfare and the defence
of the realm and this meant that the monarch needed considerable wealth to support a large

following. Furthermore, a large agricultural labour force was needed to generate this wealth
in terms of rice and other food supplies (Tambiah 1976:121). One of the signs of the
monarch's power was in the performance of state ceremonies or rituals: and these required
an audience. The failure to attract an audience was a sign that the power of the sovereign
was waning (Anderson 1972; Errington 1983,1989; Geertz 1980).

Demonstrating power through a large following therefore had at its heart one major
weakness which the peasantry could respond to if state oppression became intolerable —

they could simply withdraw their support by fleeing the territory. Flight as an act of
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resistance was a common last resort (see Gibson 1986, 1990; Scott 1999), and migration
histories such as those discussed by Carsten (1995) illustrate the wide distances that people
travelled to escape poverty and oppression. Indeed, Scott (1999) argues that rather than a

dichotomy between hill and valley dwellers, the two should be regarded more in terms of a

continuum, each producing the other.
The process of assimilation to valley culture would be running ahead, would be
preponderant in times of political stability and economic expansion. On the other
hand, the process of dispersion and flight would be running ahead at times of
economic crisis, epidemics, famines, civil wars, and the press of corvee labour. And,
assuming that this is a process that continues over long periods of time, if there is time
to percolate, time to cook, then one can imagine the incorporative hill societies both
remaining distinct hill peoples and yet over long periods of time, and not
paradoxically, absorbing newcomers, escapees, Maroons, and refugees. Given this
time to cook, why cannot one take a radically constructionist view of hill ethnicity and
culture, making due allowances for the effects of hill ecology and dispersion, mobility,
economic organization, autonomy, and political organization. The expansion and
contraction of non-state space is ... a privileged window on the history of state-making
(Scott 1999: 45).

As I have already suggested, however, power is not confined to states (see Tooker 1996): out

on the periphery in Padawan villages, people play out their own 'theatres of power' which
do not necessarily reflect any passive acceptance of Malay hegemony. I shall say more about
power and authority in the following chapter: here I wish to focus on incorporation as a site
of contestation and resistance.

Like other hill-dwelling people of Southeast Asia, Pinyawa' people can, in many ways be

regarded as defining themselves in opposition to their more powerful neighbours (see
Gibson 1990,1986). Maintaining an identity distinct from those who sought to subject them
to exploitative trading and raiding in the past, is at least a symbol of resistance to dominant
Others. While flight was a means of escaping oppression at the hands of the centrist states, it
could also be regarded as a means of escaping incorporation into the dominant 'culture' or

bangsa. Bound up with this is conversion to Islam and the assertion that to become Muslim, is
conflated with becoming Malay (see Lee 1990; Nagata 1981; Kipp 1987, 1993).

While the traditional polities actively sought to draw people in, on the periphery today one

can see the same thing going on — drawing in 'outsiders', and incorporating them as village
or neighbourhood members. What Carsten (1995,1991) has written about fostering and

adoption as a means of incorporating newcomers to a Malay village is equally relevant in

Kampung Gayu — as I found soon after entering the field. Within a few days it became
apparent that I had somehow become related to my immediate neighbours whom I had daily
contact with. I became older sister to the teenaged girls and Ruth was regarded as our foster
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family's latest grandchild. Some months later, I was adopted by another family that I had
become close to, and by this time, the process of incorporation felt complete.

In the previous chapter, I argued that outsiders were regarded with suspicion, given the long
history of conflict with others. Incorporation was a means of drawing in, 'domesticating' any

potential threat, and making it safe. Walker (1998), drawing on Errington (1983,1989) and
Anderson's (1972) discussion of power and potency in Southeast Asia, shows how the
Brookes were regarded in similar ways to the divine kings or sultans. He describes ways in
which Bidayuh people sought to tap into this fertility-conferring power, which was extended
to government officers and missionaries. Walker suggested that the potency of a visiting

European could be drawn on by washing their feet in water: a medium for the transmission
of (in this case) simangi. I would argue, however, that this was not only a means of gathering
the simangi, it was also a way of making both the potency of the visitor as well as the visitor
himself kadud ('cool' and safe as opposed to paras, which is hot and dangerous).

Once made safe, the simangi of the visitor, and indeed the visitor himself could then

potentially be incorporated into the neighbourhood. In this way, the neighbourhood could be
maintained and reproduced as a particular locality, by minimising the threat of external
influences. 'Outsiders' therefore embody a kind of ambiguity: both dangerous power and
potential blessings, the power to draw people away or to be incorporated. Bangsa works in a

similar way — ambiguity lies in the way that at one moment strong dichotomies are drawn
between Malays and others, and yet at other times it is clear that the boundaries are much
easier to cross and flow between than to define. Just as Appadurai talks of ways in which
local subjects can resist attempts to produce the locality in the image of the state, here the
same thing is happening.

Much more recently, with the impact of globalisation, the peripheral peoples of Southeast
Asia began to regard their 'traditional' religions as incompatible with life in the 'modern'
world (Keyes 1996). Forced to adapt to dominant cultures, many converted to Buddhism or

Islam while others became Christian.

[I]n the wake of state expansion, others have self-consciously sought to maintain their
distinctiveness, while at the same time transcending their localness. Some have found
conversion to Protestant Christianity (and Catholicism) a means of empowerment
towards this end (Keyes 1996: 288).

In the Padawan area too, religion and ethnicity are closely linked and are potential sources of
conflict: this is one of the factors which must be explored when people whose lifeworlds
centre around the cultivation of padi 'convert' to a 'world religion'. Although masuk Melayu is
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a phrase commonly heard in town (especially by Malays), and can be regarded as an

elaboration of Malay hegemonic discourse, it is resisted in the Padawan area. In this section I
will discuss what happens when Bidayuh convert to Islam.

Religious affiliation is one of the central factors in establishing difference in Borneo where
the main distinction is made between those who are Muslim and those who are not (King
1993: 31).8 More specifically, King writes, The main defining characteristic of Malayness is
the Islamic religion, although Malays are also delimited by their language and certain

customary practices' (ibid).

In Kampung Gayu there are five Muslim families who are the result of intermarriage with
either an in-marrying Malay or a Bidayuh from the Muslim village, Kampung Darul Islam.
The Gayu spouses converted to Islam on marriage and the children are brought up as

Muslims. When I used the phrase 'masuk Melayu' with reference to one of the converts, I was

instantly corrected. "Masuk Islam," was the emphatic rejoinder, "they are still Bidayuh, not

Malay!"

Today, in the towns, it is difficult for a non-Malay Muslim to retain a sense of ethnic
difference. They go to a mosque or surau (a small Muslim prayer house) to pray beside
others who are predominantly Malay, may well live in one of the Malay neighbourhoods,
dress the same and eat similar food: in short, they are indistinguishable from their Malay

neighbours. Living in Padawan, however, provides alternatives to this insidious absorption
into the dominant bangsa. Here the production of locality plays a part in maintaining a sense

of difference and resisting incorporation.

When I went to visit Kampung Darul Islam to try to do some comparative work on

motivations for conversion, without prompting I was reminded by one of the inhabitants
that I spoke to that although they were now Muslim, they were still Bidayuh. They celebrate
both Hari Rax/a (the feasting and visiting which celebrates the end of puasa, (the fasting
month) and Gawai Saivah, the harvest festival. They do prayers in the surau and visit friends
and relatives in much the same way as the non-Muslim Bidayuh — and they firmly resist

any notion that by converting to Islam they have changed their bangsa. It seems that the
inducement to convert was (at least in part) economically driven. Either prior to or soon after
people began to convert to Islam, a new village was built across the road from the existing
site for the new converts — who are now at the centre of an agricultural development project

8 The same is true in Peninsular Malaysia: there is a certain degree of solidarity shared simply by not
being Muslim (Ackerman and Lee 1990: 5-6).
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providing a source of wage labour for the community on the oil palm plantation nearby.

I entered the village under an archway holding a large sign that instantly signalled that this
must be a Muslim village. Welcome to Kampung Darul Islam, it proclaimed in English, with
Arabic script below. There were a number of offices (with signs prominently advertising
their association with the land development agency, FELCRA) near the entrance and a cafe,
which was closed on the day of my visit. There was a surau — unmistakably a Muslim place
of prayer with its distinctive architecture and Muslim emblems clearly displayed on the roof,
and close by there was a BINA (Angkatan Nahdhatul Islam Bersatu) kindergarten — as far
as I know, the only pre-school facility in the Padawan area.

There was something quite alien about the layout of the village—it seemed just too neat and

orderly.9 There was a central field of neatly mown grass, and around three sides there was a

modern-style longhouse. It too did not look quite as expected. The longhouse was mainly
built of wood and sported a tin roof. Instead of the usual wooden shutters, there were

louvered windows, some adorned with brightly patterned curtains. Instead of a covered
veranda leading to a large drying area (usually the public walkway), a small, balcony-like
veranda ran the length of the longhouse. It looked too narrow to function as the social space

that the awah usually provides in more 'traditional' longhouses.10

There was a shop on the corner of the grassy field, so I bought a coke and then took a seat at
the table outside. It was not long before the shop owner joined me and he was the one who

explained to me how they celebrated both Hari Raya and Gawai Sawah. As we talked, I saw a

woman go by with some little girls at her side. It felt strange, almost jarring, to see the little
girls wearing baju kurong (Malay dress) and their mother, rather than the calf length frock or

trousers commonly worn in other Bidayuh villages, sported an ankle length, long sleeved
dress.

It was no wonder that the people of this village felt that they had to assert their Bidayuhness
to a passing stranger: for the signs of Islam were most apparent. The longhouse was the
thing that somehow didn't quite fit the picture and it struck me that this was the work of a

contractor who had constructed what he thought was a modernised version of a Bidayuh

longhouse. Indeed, in an opening ceremony speech, the Chief Minister emphasised that the

9 The neatly planned layout reminds me of Mitchell's (1988) discussion of model villages in Egypt.
10 I visited another modernised longhouse in Upper Padawan (see plate 5), and although there were
glass windows, curtains, and the structure was of wooden planking, the covered veranda and public
walkway were in similar proportions to the more 'traditional' style. Perhaps this was why it still felt like
a longhouse.
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PLATE 5

KAMPUNG BAYUR: A MODERNISED LONGHOUSE

PLATE 6

THE PADI FIELDS OF KAMPUNG GHUPAK
RITUAL HUTS IN THE DISTANCE



people could embrace Islam without necessarily giving up their Bidayuh identity.11
Although the state attempted to place the stamp of 'modernisation' on the new village,
however, in fact it had created something that was neither recognisably Bidayuh nor Malay;
'traditional' nor 'modern'. In fact the new longhouse offered a kind of visual representation of
what had happened to those who lived in it: ambiguity resting in both representation and

identity. Meanwhile, across the road in the now predominantly Christian Kampung

Blimbing, the houses are of wood or concrete and they stand alone, more closely resembling
Malay houses.

The house forms of the two villages reveal much about those who dwell in them (as I shall
elaborate on in Chapter 4) and it is a clear signal that Islam, as a 'primordialised' aspect of

Malayness (Geertz 1993), brings to its converts a crisis of identity. They can become absorbed
into the Malay bangsa in the towns, but here, in the heart of Bidayuh territory, it seems that
the production of this locality as Dayak makes it difficult for the Muslims to fit in as anything
other than somewhere in between. The contractor, perhaps on the advice of a state-

sponsored architect, built a form of longhouse in the knowledge that it would help those
who dwelt in it to assert their identity as Bidayuh. On the other side of the road, the
Christians had no such crisis of identity brought by their conversions: the church built on the
hill proclaimed that they were definitely not Malay, and so they freely engage in an

architectural bricolage.

The Chief Minister at that time, Datuk Patinggi Tan Sri Haji Abdul Rahman Ya'kub,
conducted the opening ceremony of the new village in 1980. The event was reported in the
Sarawak Gazette as follows:

He [the C.M.] hoped Islam, as a religion of peace and human brotherhood could
become a force towards the solidarity and progress of especially the Bidayuh
community.

He said the Malays and the Melanau communities, who professed in this religion as
their way of life, have shown strong unity among them, thus contributing towards the
current political stability and progress.

The Chief Minister was speaking at the opening of three units of Bidayuh longhouses
at Kampung Darul Islam at Padawan about 37 miles from here on 10th May, 1980.

The longhouses with a total of 40 doors were constructed at a cost of $150,000 by a
Bumiputera contractor under the supervision of the Housing and Development
Commission and the District Office, Kuching.

The whole project, which was started in February and completed in September last
year, was financed by the Angkatan Nahdhatul Islam Bersatu Sarawak (BINA) ... On

" Sarawak Gazette (1980) CVI, 1467: 82.
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the mosque and longhouse projects at the kampung, he described them as priceless
gifts in return for their sincerity in choosing Islam as their religion.12

The talk of Islam bringing 'unity' is quite ironic, given that conversion to Islam literally split
the older village in half. Kampung Blimbing now stands on one side of the road, and on the
other side stands Kampung Darul Islam: a splendid example of state intervention in the

production of locality.

It should be noted, however, that in the past Christian conversion was also potentially
divisive. Both Grijpstra (1976) and Geddes (1954) have discussed how early Christian
converts often left their home villages to set up new communities — either because they
were banished or because life outside enabled them to escape the observance of the peris or

taboo of Adat Gawai.13 Although this was not the case in Kampung Gayu and other Pinyawa'

villages nearby, over the mountain range it is a different story. This is where a number of

Gayu people migrated at the turn of the century to establish themselves closer to their lands.

They formed Kampung Chupak and later, as some of the Chupak people began to convert to

Christianity, they were 'encouraged' to leave and establish new villages close by.

There is no doubt that religion can be both a source of unity and yet also the cause of terrible

fragmentation, as in the case of Kampung Darul Islam. From within, shared religious

practices create a sense of something shared, a sense of 'belonging', but for those on the
outside it can be regarded as something exclusive and divisive. When people move far away

from home, there is the likelihood that in order to maintain their sense of difference to

neighbouring people (with whom they have had land disputes in the past) they must

actively reconstruct their locality in their own image. One of the ways in which this is done is

through the performance of collective rituals. In Chupak, agricultural rituals serve to inscribe
the landscape in an extremely visible way with markers of difference to neighbouring
Christians. They represent themselves as one of the last bastions of Adat Gawai, and this can

be read from the land that they have settled on to prevent encroachment by others.

Reconstructing locality

The most distant villages from Gayu are located across the mountain range (Chupak, Sibow
and Payang Mountains) near the old trading post, Pam. Kampung Chupak was initially
established high on Chupak Mountain, but owing to poor fertility and general ill health it

12
Excerpts are taken from 'Islam as a Source of Unity Among Bidayuh: C.M.' Sarawak Gazette

(1980) CV1, 1467: 82.
13

Peris range from prohibitions on entering farm land after a ritual, to not being able to eat certain
food.
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was decided to relocate the village on the flat land at the foot of the mountain.14 As people

began to convert to Christianity, they moved out of Chupak to form the new villages of
Sekudup and Payang.

The curious thing about Kampung Chupak is that although it is located far from the home

village, it is one of the last bastions of Pinyawa' Adat Gawai. While there remain only around
10 to 15 practicing male and female dukun and a small number of followers in Gayu, almost
the entire village of Chupak still practice the 'traditional' rituals. People from the nearby
Christian villages told me of how the dukun were very strong in Chupak, controlling the
village committee and thereby influencing collective decisions regarding village matters. At
one time missionaries came to speak in the village hall and as their intentions became clear,
stones began to sail through the air and the proselytisers were obliged to take to their heels.

Any attempts to bring another religion to Chupak were thus firmly resisted.15

One of the dukun in Chupak insisted that they did not ask the Christian converts to leave but
reminded them that life would be simpler outside Chupak where they would not be bound

by the various peris. Another reason given was that it would be better for them to establish

separate communities since the burial of the Christian dead became a problem. A Dukun Padi
told me that carrying the corpses past the padi fields exposed the rice to the 'dirty spirits'.
The dukun therefore feared for the well being of the padi.16

Chupak is located on the edge of the Sadong territory and as such was one example of
Pinyawa' establishing villages on the boundary of their lands to prevent encroachment by
neighbouring people (Gerrits 1994). This village represented a Pinyawa' outpost surrounded
by those with whom they may have had conflict over land in the past. As such, they
contrived to maintain their separate identity and one of the means to do this was through the

practice of their adat.

Although dukun acknowledge that the rituals practiced in other Bidayuh areas have great
similarities to their own, they maintain that each do things a bit differently. Additionally
there are some rituals that are identified solely with people originating from the same

14 The abandonment of villages because of sickness or great misfortune has been noted elsewhere in
Borneo (see Freeman 1970). Traditional religions attribute ill health and other calamities to
malevolent spirits and although most cases can be dealt with through healing rituals sometimes a place
becomes 'too hot' (paras) because of spirit activity, and is abandoned.
15 This story was told to me by a Christian woman whose family had moved to Sekudup on conversion.
There is a strong tendency to deny any form of disunity or conflict within the kampung — which I
shall elaborate on later.
16 Christians were not especially polluting: all death is considered 'dirty' (kais).
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mother kampung, and I shall show how these ritual performances were markers of identity.

For the people of Chupak, far from the concentration of Pinyawa' villages over the mountain

range, these rituals both reinforced and demonstrated their identity as distinct from Sadong
neighbours.17 Not only were some of the rituals markers of being Pinyawa', but the very fact
that they practiced Adat Gawai at all marked them as different to those who were missionised
and converted to Christianity very much earlier than the Pinyawa'.18

Kampung Chupak is approached by a small, urtsurfaced road off the Old Serian Road.

Driving or walking along this route, one first passes the Christian villages Payang and

Sekudup. The approach to Chupak is a green carpet of padi fields on one side of the road,
the view unobscured by hills. The flat land has made the area ideally suited to irrigated rice

agriculture that has been developed with aid from the agriculture department. The fields,
although seeming continuous, are farmed by individual households and each farm has its
own beri gawai where the padi rituals are performed. The little huts are instantly recognisable
to other Bidayuh as markers of those who still practice Adat Gawai and as such, signal the

religious difference between the Chupak farmers and their Bukar neighbours (see plate 6).

Although I have no information as to the conversion rate in the other villages, I assume that
since there were Anglican catechists and priests based in Ta'ee since the 1940s, the

surrounding area would have converted very much earlier, and there may well be little or no

followers of Adat Gawai remaining. Today, the fact that almost everyone in Chupak still

perform their traditional rituals is a significant marker of difference to their neighbours.
Being far from home, the practice of Adat Gawai is a means to perform and reaffirm their
Pinyawa' identity.

Again there is ambiguity, however, for although adat is used in the production of the locality
as Pinyawa', it is again embroiled in something from the outside. While this could be
described as the most 'traditional' Pinyawa' village in terms of adherence to Adat Gawai, it is
also the most innovative and 'modern' in terms of agriculture. While the people of Kampung

Chupak demonstrate being Pinyawa' through their farm rituals, they also display ambiguity
in that they have become associated with irrigated rice — formerly associated with the Indie
state in Southeast Asia rather than hill dwellers such as the Bidayuh.

17 Loh Kok Wah illustrates how the harvest festival was used in Sabah as both a demonstration of
identity as well as being an act of what he describes as 'counter hegemony' (1992: 226).
18

Anglican catechists were active and gained many converts in the 1940s and 50s in Taee, not so far
distant from Chupak (Howes 1995).
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A key feature of these polities was irrigated rice: a comparatively small acreage could

produce a high yield, and absorb high numbers of labourers (see Geertz 1974). The flow of
water carries essential nutrients, and therefore in this form of agriculture, the soil type is not
as important and there is no need to leave the land fallow to recover its fertility — hence a

settled labour force. Furthermore, irrigated rice can easily support increases in the
population since yields can be increased by intensifying the labour input into the system
rather than by expanding the area under cultivation. Refinements of water regulation,

planting, ploughing and harvesting, for instance, were often regarded as being a more

profitable means of increasing productivity rather than developing new terraces (Geertz
1974: 33-35).19

"Irrigated rice," I was told by a young man who worked in the agriculture department, "is
not ndatl" He was explaining to me various development initiatives that his office had

implemented and he raised the issue of irrigated rice. He thought that terracing could be
introduced so that even the hill farms could be converted to the cultivation of 'wet rice'. But

he thought that, because it was not 'traditional', people would not want to try it. (This was

before I had found out about Chupak and he seemed unaware of the success of irrigation in
this area.)

The interesting thing about Kampung Chupak, therefore, is that an inordinately 'traditional'
kampung (given their resistance to new religions') adopted this form of farming. It goes

against stereotypes of those who practice Adat Gaivai as being firmly entrenched in an

unchanging lifeworld. More than that, the way that they farm shows their creativity and
adaptability. Just as Catholicism (as I shall argue in more detail later) has been incorporated
into the pre-existing lifeworld, so too has irrigated rice been incorporated into the farming
techniques that are bound up with the Pinyawa' lifeworlds.

They have absorbed the knowledge of this different form of farming and made it their own.20
They continue to perform the same padi rituals, however they do each of the rituals twice
yearly because of the two harvests. The farms are laid out with beri gaiuai located in each
family's section — visible signs that these irrigated padi farms, associated as they are with
Malay farmers of Peninsular Malaysia, are most definitely not Muslim and are not state

19 Certain agrarian developments in Southeast Asia have meant that the ability of irrigated rice
agriculture to absorb large numbers of labourers is no longer true. Mechanisation, and other
developments in technology, has meant that now irrigated rice is often farmed on a huge scale, with the
minimum of labour (see Alexander and Alexander 1982; Kahn 1985; Scott 1985).
20 1 should emphasise that irrigated rice agriculture is not entirely new since similar techniques are
used in the cultivation of swamp padi (see Ave and King 1986: 30).
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controlled.

In this way, the Chupak farmers respond to state efforts to produce their locality and
transform the 'messy' and difficult to control swidden farms into something much more

legible (see Scott 1998). The farms remain static, the yield can be estimated with greater

accuracy, and the acreage can be mapped, quantified and allocated among families with
much greater ease. On the other hand, by incorporating this new form of rice cultivation into
their lifeworld, Chupak farmers resist any attempts to transform their identities. As I shall

explain in the following chapter, padi farming is so central to the practice of Adat Gawai, and
indeed to life in general, that changing the form of farming must have created a huge
upheaval and anxiety among Chupak farmers.

Talking about Chupak and its responses to state intervention also provides an excellent

example where one may talk of a kind of 'cultural resistance' (see Scott 1985) in response to
state intervention without this necessarily being about a battle between good and evil,
domination and subjection. In terms of the production of locality (Appadurai 1995), the state
has intervened and tried to impose its own version of order on this area, however the people
of Chupak have responded creatively: they have taken this 'production', refashioned,

adapted and finally reproduced the locality in their own image. Yet while we might regard
this in terms of resistance, one also has to bear in mind that the introduction of irrigated
agriculture in this area cannot be regarded negatively, as indeed the Chupak farmers do not.

These farmers welcomed irrigated rice. It works because of the flat land and abundance of
water — it might well be disastrous to introduce 'wet rice' into the hilly terrain of the
swidden farms.21 The people of Chupak now enjoy two harvests per year with a higher yield
than they could expect from hill swiddens.

As with other projects administered by the Department of Agriculture, one can interpret this
as both state intervention in the production of locality as well as attempts to diversify local
economies, raise the incomes of 'local subjects' and generally aim to bring positive forms of

development to these areas. The introduction of small-scale fish farms, the cash cropping of
rubber, pepper, cocoa and various varieties of vegetables have, at different times linked to

global markets, had their moments of success in greatly improving the standards of living for
many people and minimising the risk factors involved in subsistence farming. While there is
always the possibility that the hidden agenda is to develop static forms of agriculture that

21 See Ave and King (1986: 27-33) for a discussion of forest ecology and the merits of swidden
farming over irrigated rice agriculture.
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keep people rooted to one place and make them easier to control (see Ave and King 1986;
Scott 1999: 3), there is no doubt that the people whom I spoke to in Kampung Chupak were

delighted with the outcome and did not see themselves as being subjected to 'state power' in
a negative way. In any case, the Pinyawa' villages have been established in their present
locations for a very long time (see previous chapter) and although shifting agriculture was

still being practised until very recently, the population was nevertheless fairly static.

When Chupak was established around the turn of the century, the distinction between those

practicing Adat Gawai and Christian farmers would not have held true: beri gawai in the padi
fields would also have been a common sight in the neighbouring areas. At this time, the
rituals unique to the Pinyawa' would have been of most significance in the production of
locality, and I shall now discuss one of these as a context in which Pinyawa' unity and

identity became visible.

I do not suggest that the performance of these rituals was solely aimed at creating unity and
a shared sense of identity — in fact, there could be many 'meanings', motivations and uses of
the ritual according to various individuals. The dukun, when asked, emphasise the cleansing,
the blessing and the increase in fertility associated with some of the rituals; while others
joined in because it was a great spectacle and was simply good fun. Some thought the rituals
might be good for healing so joined in just in case it was beneficial — and then other people
attended out of a mixture of these reasons. But still others raised the large scale rituals such
as Gawai Namui as a marker of being Pinyawa': it was a ritual that distinguished them from

neighbouring peoples who were associated with other mother villages.22

Performing ritual and identity

In his ethnographic survey of Sarawak, Leach identifies the headhouse as one of the features
which distinguishes the Bidayuh from other ethnic groups (Leach 1950) and, in fact, what
people do in the headhouse is an important marker of who they are. Although the
architecture signals 'Bidayuhness' at the state level, at the local level, religious performances
associated with the headhouse are (in at least two cases) demonstrations of the unity or

identity of those originating from the same mother village.

There are two large-scale rituals (no longer performed in the area) which could be said to

unify the whole of the Pinyawa'. These are Gawai Namui and Gawai Mukah: both of which are

rituals associated with the panggah or headhouse.23 Of the two, Gawai Namui is the one ritual

22 Gawai Namui is one of the rituals of the headhouse.
23 Gawai Mukah is a headhunting ritual that is performed when new heads are brought to the
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that has always been unique to the Pinyawa' people since it involves the worship of Sajau,
reputed to be their first great leader. This story was told to me by the dukun responsible for
the headhouse ritual in Gayu, who is known as the dukun kamang or dukun panggah.

Sajau came from Java long, long ago and travelled through Borneo until he reached
Kampung Gayu. Liking the sound of the waterfall on Pingayu Mountain, he made his
home there. He had many soldiers whose spirits are said to protect the people of Gayu
to this day. These spirits live in Birieh, a sacred place marked by a permanent altar
which used to mark the entrance to the village. Strangers to the village had to halt at
Birieh and make an offering to these spirits to seek their permission to enter — or else
risk dire consequences.

When Sajau died, his remains were mysteriously transformed into a tembaga (a bronze
figurine) which was placed in a locked box high in the rafters of one of the Gayu
headhouses. Today these remains are in the highest headhouse closest to the waterfall
that Sajau loved during his lifetime.

Every four years Sajau was honoured during Gawai Namui — in return he bestowed
his blessings on the Pinyawa' people and their lands, ensuring bountiful fruit harvests
and healing the sick.

The dukun kamang told me that since they stopped performing this gawai around 10 years

ago, the fruit trees have had poor yields, there are increases in illnesses such as high blood
pressure, heart attacks and skin diseases and the weather is changing. Since the spirits
controlled the environment in general, he felt that changing weather patterns and poor

health was an indication that the spirits were unhappy.

Gawai Namui was an occasion when the dukun of all the Pinyawa' villages were brought

together for a long period of ritual activities. Prior to the start of Namui, they had to work

together to gather the wide range of offerings and all of the Pinyawa' people had to observe
a long period of peris or taboo lasting several weeks. During this time no agricultural work
could be done.

During the rituals, Sajau's remains were bathed in an upturned gong in the headhouse by the
dukun kamang and his assistant.24 The water from the gong absorbed the 'essence' or

substance of Sajau (ju'uh Sajau) and was divided among all of the villages so that each could
be blessed on the dukuns' return.25 A dukun from each of the Pinyawa' villages collected a

small amount of the ju 'uh which they used to bless the people and the padi fields of their

villages on their return. One of the things that are done through Gawai Namui is therefore the

longhouse.
24 The tembaga represents Sajau's remains, however it is visible only to the eyes of the dukun kamang.
25 Ju 'uh is a word which applies to the juice of fruit, the sap of trees, and can imply essence. It is
distinguished from water, which is called piin (Nais 1988: 194). Thusju 'uh Sajau can be interpreted as
the essence or substance of Sajau.
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sharing of ancestral substance between the Pinyawa'.

Kampung Gayu is also the centre of knowledge regarding Adat Gawai for it is here, during
these rituals that the dayung beris (the female dukun) and dukun ranyak (their leader) gather to

practice and learn the beris (ritual chants) that they sing at the various rituals throughout the

year. It is also at this time that dukun ranyak are initiated.

Today, although the people of Kampung Chupak are predominantly followers of Adat
Gawai, there are only a small number of practising male and female dukun. They are all

elderly, and none of the younger people have trained in the various rituals. When I spoke to
a dukun padi and his wife, a dukun ranyak, they told me that when they died, Adat Gawai
would pass with them. As it is, although Gayu has almost totally converted to Christianity, it
remains the centre of knowledge of the traditional religion. For instance, I was informed that
the dayung beris of Chupak had been unable to complete many of the beris (ritual chants) that

year and they were intending to go to Gayu for help.

Chupak seems destined to follow in the footsteps of other Pinyawa' villages: when there are

too few dukun to perform the larger rituals, it becomes impractical and they are no longer
able to offer an alternative to Christianity. It is very likely that there will be mass conversions
to Christianity in Chupak within the next decade. Just as in other rural areas, the younger

people of Chupak who have had access to education and work in town, are biding their time
out of respect for their elders.

Gawai Namui is an example of one large-scale ritual that had to be abandoned as a response

to the shrinking number of Pinyawa' ritual specialists and the huge number of conversions to

Christianity in the past decade. The preparation for this Gawai involves collecting a wide
range of offerings in the form of animals and plants that are found dispersed across the
Pinyawa' territory. It necessitates the co-operation of all the villages in collecting these
offerings and a long period of prohibition (peris) on working in the farms.

The performance of rituals such as Gawai Namui brought the Pinyawa' people together. They
were obliged to co-operate in order to gather the complex variety of offerings and the
followers of Adat Gawai also shared the same period of peris. This marked them as different
to non-Pinyawa' neighbours. Additionally, they shared the substance of Sajau (ju'uh Sajau);
the blessings on their land and people; and they looked to the mother village, Gayu for the
initiation of their ranyak and the training of the dayung beris.

73



Now with these large-scale rituals no longer taking place, demonstrating Pinyawa'ness is a

little harder to pin down. Within the village, Catholic ritual brings people together, and
outside it brings together the parish: a more recently constructed boundary that includes the
Catholics of Padawan and Peruissen. There is no longer a religious event which one could

interpret as demonstrating exclusively Pinyawa' identity.

Once again, however, talking of 'bringing people together' and 'demonstrating identity' is

double-edged. While taking part in religious gatherings in the Pinyawa' villages provides the

participants with a sense of unity and togetherness, nevertheless religious practices are both
inclusive and excluding at the same time. In the past, when everyone followed the rituals of
Adat Gawai, lifeworlds were fairly similar across the villages. With the emergence of Islam
and Christianity, however, the potential for divisiveness increased dramatically. When they
began to convert to Christianity in Kampung Gayu, this caused friction among those who
continued to observe the ritual and peris of Adat Gawai. By the time that I arrived to do
fieldwork, however, the friction had subsided to almost undetectable levels — the tide had

swung towards Catholicism. However, when there is more than one 'world religion' in a

village, it dilutes the discourses of unity and togetherness so often heard.

Incorporation and exclusion

When I conducted comparative research in the thirteen Pinyawa' kampungs, one of the

questions which I asked Tua Kampung was, "What religions do you have in this village?" All
of the village heads told me that almost everyone is Catholic, with a tiny minority of elderly
who are nominally Adat Gawai although some villages have no practising dukun.

Additionally, one village also has a Calvary Charismatic Church, which serves around 10
families.

Invariably, when mentioning a religion other than that held by the majority, the Tua
Kampung would lower his voice, indicating the divisive, uncomfortable aspect of having
more than one religion in a village. In most villages there are at least a couple of Muslim
families, through intermarriage, and becoming Muslim and living in a predominantly
Christian village is a potentially divisive thing to do. Although this will of course depend
very much on individual practices and interpretations of Islam, strictly speaking, being
Muslim could prevent them from eating food in non-Muslim households because cooking
utensils, cutlery and crockery may well have been used in the eating and preparation of
haram (forbidden or unclean) foods.

Commensality is central to socialising and is an integral part of participating in community
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events (see Chapter 4). So although Christian conversion in the past was a source of conflict
in the village setting, being Muslim today in a predominantly Christian village imposes
social constraints which are potentially isolating. This, I believe, is why voices were lowered
at the mention of Islam in the village — for participation in village events is a means by
which people demonstrate their village membership and reinforce ties of both friendship and
kinship.

Religion is used (or can be used) to demonstrate difference. The construction of a church in a

village becomes a highly visible symbol signifying that this cannot be mistaken as a Malay
village. The walk to church with one's friends and family and the participation in church
rituals, demonstrate the Christian Bidayuh' identity as not Muslim, and therefore not Malay.

Being Christian and participating in church rituals therefore can be regarded, at least

analytically, as symbolic acts of resistance to Malay hegemony. At the same time, being
Muslim within a predominantly Christian village is potentially isolating and while Muslim
families are incorporated into the neighbourhood, at the same time they remain somewhat
excluded. Nowhere is this more visible and felt than every Sunday with the walk to church.

On Sunday morning early, the dusty road running through Kampung Gayu is busy with

churchgoers. They walk in groups: babies and toddlers perched on hips, young mothers

laughing together, catching up on gossip. Their husbands trail behind, or zoom ahead on the
family motorbike to take a rear seat when they arrive at the church (so that they can sidle
outside during the service for a quick cigarette and idle chat). Teenagers stroll along ever

mindful to create an impression — on the lookout for members of the opposite sex for a bit of

repartee along the way. Small groups of elderly women stroll slowly along, spitting streams
of betel juice before them; old men too take in the walk at a leisurely pace. Those who have
cars or vans drive slowly along the road, to arrive in state, unhurried and without

perspiration. I never saw anyone stop to offer a lift: everyone was on parade, creating an

impression.

Those who do not go to church are therefore left with a feeling of not belonging, of missing
out on communal activity. Over the course of my fieldwork, I learned how participating in
communal activities was highly valued. Indeed one former dukun who is now attending
Catholic catechism classes told me that she used to feel embarrassed to pass by the church on

a Sunday when everyone else was inside, together. She felt lonely and isolated and this was

the reason that she gave me for deciding to become Christian: she wanted to be the same as

the majority of Gayu people. Muslims, however, are excluded from this community — one
which is so readily conflated with the entire village population that all important
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announcements regarding village affairs are made at the end of each church service. Muslim
families rely on Christian neighbours to receive news second-hand.

Returning to the identity card, religion and names, one might identify another source of
potential conflict for Muslim converts. The identity card, as I have noted, will bear the
Muslim name assumed on conversion, appended with bin / binti Abdullah. This could be

regarded as an attempt to create a new identity for the newly converted that symbolises a

break with the past via the name change. More crucially, however, in symbolic terms it

represents a break with close kin by replacing the 'real' father's name with that of Abdullah.

Although probably most Malaysians are aware that this is a convention required by
converts, it nevertheless is sometimes regarded as a thorny issue. It adds to the conceptual
distance converts face in relation to their kin: they have gained not only a new religion, but
also a new father. The name does not refer to a living parent and bears neither kindred links
nor inheritance advantages with it but the symbolic break with the past looms large.

To my knowledge, conversion to Islam does not normally imply the end of interaction with
non-Muslim family and friends but the potential for tension is there. Although the father
Abdullah is an invention, in Malaysia at least, it could be regarded as symbolising the
economic and political advantages gained through conversion. While kin are very often a

network of people drawn on for assistance ranging from offering lodgings to providing job

opportunities, this fictive kin (Abdullah), allows the convert access to the 'Muslim family'.
This includes access to Muslim associations, new contacts in the surau or mosque and, in the
case of Kampung Darul Islam, the favour of the state.

In a state where the Malays/Muslims demonstrate considerable political power, and where
non-Muslims feel themselves discriminated against, it is surprising that many more Bidayuh
of the Padawan area who have converted only comparatively recently have not adopted
Islam. Whether there are real economic advantages to be gained (bearing in mind that there
are also many Malays living in poverty) is subordinate to the fact that non-Muslims think
that they might gain economically from conversion to Islam.

This, I believe, is an example of resistance to Malay domination. I have shown how

problematic it becomes for Bidayuh to become Muslim — they feel the need to assert

'Bidayuhness' in the face of those who are ready to dismiss them as having become Malay.
Bidayuh Christians do not have this problem since their bangsa remains unquestioned. On
the other hand, Muslims living within a predominantly non-Muslim village are potentially
isolated from participating as full community members.
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There is no doubt that ritual and religion are implicated in both the construction and

performance of various forms of identities. Returning to the notion of the lifeworld, one can

see that in locating these processes in the experience of identity — by Muslim, Christian and
those who follow Adat Gawai — what seem at first glance to be immutable boundaries
between 'religions' as well as 'ethnicities', to appreciate the fluidity that is encapsulated by
this discourse of marginality and resistance. Even so, as Scott (1999) reminds us, there is also
movement between those who belong to the dominant, valley culture and marginal, hill-
dwellers such as the people of the Padawan area. So discourses of centre and periphery, of

incorporation and exclusion, are also contextual and contingent.

The tension between Malays/Muslims and Bidayuh is bound up with the history of conflict
between the two: of domination and, in the more distant past, some times quite

extraordinary exploitation. State politics and Bidayuh perceptions of development processes

reinforce the idea that the Malays are a powerful force to be reckoned with, and one that

they continue to contrast themselves to. It is for this reason that the majority of Bidayuh
converts (and this is more widely applicable to Dayaks in general) have adopted Christianity
rather than Islam. In the following chapter, I begin to examine how religious change came to

be on the agenda in the first place.
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Adat and Work

In the previous chapter I explored the complex arena that is the politics of bangsa, and
showed how ethnicity, the production of locality, and religion are intertwined. I illustrated
the ambiguity surrounding those who have become Muslim and how they must actively
assert their Bidayuh identity. This is one of the reasons why so few Dayaks convert to Islam,
although this does not explain why many people throughout Sarawak have become
Christian. This chapter, with its focus on the economics of conversion, begins to unravel
responses to the question posed by Kammerer (1990: 277): 'Why convert at all?'

Answers are to be found in processes of change, with particular focus on work and the

economy. Although Malay hegemony and state intervention are implicated, the search for
answers engages with issues of globalisation, capitalism and proletarianisation. Some of
what I discuss here has strong similarities to other places and other times — indeed

anywhere that has experienced industrial revolutions; where people have moved from
subsistence or peasant agriculture to wage labour; where boundaries (such as they were)
between the rural and urban become even more flimsy and indistinct than they ever were

before.1

In this chapter I discuss how the Bidayuh lifeworld is (or was) bound up with the production
of padi, so that ritual is effectively interwoven with the work that people do. A focus on

work inevitably results in also looking at the economy in general, and although work is
intertwined with religious practices, different kinds of work are not necessarily
differentiated as either ritual (religious work) or secular. The classic description of how work
and religion are intertwined is, of course, Malinowski's Coral Gardens and their Magic (1935),
the similarity is that farming knowledge includes knowing how to perform 'garden magic'.
In Kampung Gayu, however, just as work is embroiled in religious practice, so too is

religious practice regarded as another form of work.

A parallel case is Connor's discussion of mortuary ritual in Bali, which she describes thus:

Generically speaking, the category of action of which mortuary ceremonies are a part
is karya, 'work' (or more informally, gae), a term which is applied to many other
activities such as cultivating rice-fields, trading, or going to the office (Connor 1995:
539).

1 For instance, see Thompson (1991) on the formation of the English working class; Ong (1987) on
female factory workers in Malaysia who have moved from village to urban locations in search of
employment; also contributions to the edited collection Work in non-market and transitional societies
(Applebaum 1984).
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Corpsewashing is just one of the series of tasks which make up what she describes as 'work
for the dead' (Connor 1995: 554).

Similarly, work in the padi farms can be regarded as both working for the self and family, as

well as working for the spirits: by the gentle nurturing of the padi (containing the padi 'spirit'
or simangi), and through the offerings made during the padi rituals. Indeed in this chapter I
show that although people from Kampung Gayu could be Catholic, work in a factory, an

office, or a padi field and still have occasions for prayer and ritual action, they could not
conceive of continuing to practice Adat Gawai without also growing padi.

The development of roads from 1959 onwards, linking the Padawan area to urban centres

led to a rapid diversification of village economies with access to wage labour in the towns.
This resulted in a lessening of dependence on padi farming as the main means of
subsistence. With changes in employment came increased exposure to towns and 'urban'
attitudes and this, along with the fact that households were no longer dependent on padi
cultivation for their survival, paved the way for conversion to Christianity. A change in work
therefore was a significant factor in subsequent changes in religious affiliation.

This chapter explores the lifeworld as it was when everyone farmed padi, locating the form
that this particular economy took within the wider literature. I then discuss the significance
of rice in terms of its similarity to humans and the ways in which work and ritual become

'synthesised' (see Howe 1991: 458). The chapter ends with a discussion of wage work in the
towns, in order to signal some of the themes concerning consumption and modernity, which
are elaborated further in the following chapter.

Adat and work

When based in Upper Padawan, Archdeacon Peter Howes, an Anglican priest (elsewhere
referred to by my informants as 'Father Howes') asked a follower of Adat Gawai why he
could not accept Christianity. The response was as follows:

I have not become a Christian because I can't. You see for yourself that our adat is
bound up with our work. Our worship goes with our work. We don't worship unless
it has something to do with our work. We don't work unless it has something to do
with our worship. You Christians are different. Your worship has to do with the heart,
and it does not touch your work as ours does. I have not become a Christian because I
cannot. I need help on my farm, for planting, weeding, harvesting, and to get help I
must give it in return. I can only get it and give it if I farm with others, and observe the
same periods of work and rest as they do. It is not what I believe, but the way I have to
live that keeps me from becoming Christian (Howes 1960: 493-494).

What emerged as an important factor for Howes was the fact that the 'traditional adat' is
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inseparable from the work that people do on their farms and indeed, in their daily lives.
Furthermore, while Christians stop work in order to go to the church to pray, those following
Adat Gawai pray while at work (Howes 1960: 495).

In the new religion, padi farming and worship are separated both conceptually and spatially.
The church is a permanent structure outside the farm, in the village; while the altars of Adat
Gawai are in the farm and can be created in other areas according to need: on the longhouse
veranda, at the water source, in people's houses or even in the village hall.2 Gayu Christians,
however, have adapted Catholicism to bring ritual back into the farm. This is an example of
what Catholic priests described to me as 'enculturation' (see Chapter 6).

I read Howes' (1960) paper in the Sarawak Museum at the end of my fieldwork period and it

immediately struck a chord of familiarity. I was once on the point of asking one of the dukun
if he could still follow or practice Adat Gawai if he did not farm padi — but I realised how
ridiculous that question would seem to him.

The cultivation and eating of rice has a significance in this community which extends beyond
the realms of agriculture, permeating and indeed being at the heart of the Bidayuh lifeworld,
particularly of those who practice Adat Gawai. Rice was the basis for subsistence agriculture
and is still the staple food, however farming expertise had ramifications that extended

beyond a bountiful harvest since this expertise defined a person's place in the community.
An annual surplus of padi, for instance, could be used to trade for prestige goods, or be
loaned to the needy. Both of these strategies enhanced how a person was 'socially valued'.

Before embarking on a discussion of the local economy, however, it is necessary to give a

picture of what sort of economy there was before the influx of cash and work outwith the
agricultural sector.

By focusing on work and production in the past in Kampung Gayu, it is clear that the
dichotomies often thrown up by analysis of different 'kinds' of economies simply do not fit
this particular context. Applebaum (1984) discusses defining features of 'non-market
societies' in such a manner as to suggest that they are diametrically opposed to

industrialised, capitalist societies.3 In the former, markets provide a locus for exchange rather

2
Gayu people also construct small Catholic altars in their homes, however the church is the privileged

site of worship.
3 Curiously enough, although he presents his discussion of the two forms of society in terms of
dichotomies, he also indicates that there are variations in between the two.
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than as a focus of subsistence. I shall elaborate on this shortly, for it deserves some

discussion and indeed contestation, however, I shall examine Applebaum's definitions of
work in non-market societies to show the relevance to work in the past in Kampung Gayu.

In 'non-market societies', work is embedded: it is bound up with kinship; religion (for
instance, 'garden magic' and taboos regulating periods of work); it may be involved in the
production of prestige; may be communal, based on reciprocity; and is task rather than time
oriented (Applebaum 1984: 3-23). In contrast to this, work in a capitalist society is centred on

the commodification of labour and time (see Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:189; Thompson
1991). What has been written of the development of capitalism in Southern Africa, is

applicable here too:

As time and money became vehicles for dividing the self, so they came to mediate the
rhythms of everyday life, detaching work-time from leisure-time, workplace from
home, wage labour from unpaid domestic toil, production from consumption;
imbricated in all this being the sanctification of the nuclear family with its engendered
division of labour, the distinction between public and private domains, and other
familiar signs and practices of a rising capitalist order (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:
189).

As I shall illustrate, Applebaum's (ibid.) definition of work in a non-market society raises

points that are applicable to work in the past in Kampung Gayu, however theoretical
discussions of labour, production and forms of economy often draw dichotomies that do not

(at least in this context) bear close scrutiny.

Ethnographies often draw sharp distinctions between economies that include gift exchange
as opposed to the exchange of commodities (Mauss 1990) as well as between exchange value
as opposed to use value (see Taussig 1977, 1986; Godelier 1981; Gregory 1982). To put it

simply, they draw sharp distinctions between societies that use money and those that do
not.4 Godelier (1981), however, begins to break down this division with his discussion of 'salt

money' in New Guinea, where salt acts as a currency. He explains: 'In order for a commodity
to function as 'money', it must be able to be exchanged for a whole lot of other goods, it must
function as a general equivalent for the lot' (ibid.: 145, original emphasis). Padi, as it was used
and produced in Kampung Gayu until comparatively recently, was, like 'salt money', both
commodity and currency at the same time and I shall illustrate the interesting ambiguities
that surround it when comparing it to Taussig's (1977, 1986) elaboration of Marx's theory of
commodity fetishism.

4
Although, see Gregory (1992), who uses a political economy approach to illustrate the combination

of gift exchange and a monetary economy in Papua New Guinea.
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Growing money

The production and consumption of padi is central to the production of prestige for
individuals and their households. Indeed, on closer inspection, the discourse and practices

surrounding the consumption of padi make a mockery of representations of the Bidayuh as

'egalitarian'.

Borneo people are often referred to as belonging to either 'stratified' or 'egalitarian' societies
(see Leach 1950), although there are certainly grounds for contesting these categories as they
stand (see Rousseau 2001). King acknowledges the problems with the term 'egalitarian' but

qualifies the definition thus: 'In general, the stratified societies of Borneo can be

distinguished from those which exhibit more egalitarian tendencies by the fact that the
former have fairly clearly defined and named hereditary ranks' (King 1994: 36).
The term 'egalitarian' must not be taken as referring to equality of condition, as Helliwell
(1995) notes, since there is no doubt that there are vast differences in wealth and influence

between Bidayuh people as a whole. Within Kampung Gayu, the detached houses are visible

signs of different levels of income to those who remain in the longhouse. People who have

migrated to the towns are also in variable positions. For instance, children born in Kuching
to a household that can afford to send them for extra tuition bear a much greater chance of

attaining university entry than a child who remains in the kampung where tuition schools are

simply not available. Although there is no hereditary office or rank, this does not necessarily
mean that in this 'egalitarian' society, there is either equality of opportunity or condition.

'Egalitarianism' is also a debatable term when applied to the past in Kampung Gayu —- when
there was less of a variation in terms of wealth and opportunities. Everyone had access to
farmland and one became wealthy by village standards through being a hard worker (or so I
was told). The story does not end there, however, as Geddes' ethnography of a Bidayuh

village in the 1950s shows.

[TJhere is a close similarity between each household in the kinds of things owned. But
it would not show that everybody is equally wealthy, for in this community there are
rich and poor, well-nourished and ill-fed, provident and improvident (Geddes 1954:
85).

The reason for this goes back to the cultivation of padi, and how at one time, when people
were still engaged in subsistence agriculture, padi was a form of currency. Padi was mainly

grown for household consumption, however some individuals who were fortunate enough
to have a surplus were able to use this to lend to others in need at a high rate of interest.
Geddes recorded that the wealthiest individual in his fieldsite charged as much as 100%
interest although sometimes he allowed the borrower to repay the debt in labour on his farm
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(1954: 93).

Older informants in Kampung Gayu verified that this was also the case in their village.
Indeed, padi could also be used to buy prestige goods such as the ancient jars (tajaw) used
for storing padi seed, gongs, jewellery and other such things. A person's labour was paid for
in padi, which could also be sold or exchanged for other goods in the trading centres.5

Godelier (following Marx) argues that a commodity 'has value only because human labour
has been embodied or materialised in it' (1981:153), and padi both embodies labour and is
invested with human-like qualities, as I shall explain later. Indeed, in the example above,
where it is loaned and accrues interest, padi can be regarded as capital. Like money, it

aquires 'the fetishist nature of commodities' (ibid.: 161) since it is reified and regarded as self-
replicating.

Again, ambiguity lies in the fact that even when padi is not increased through interest on a

loan, it is still possible to regard it as self-replicating. For instance, the ritual performed when
the padi is placed in the household padi store (kerabak), ensures (or at least is talked about as

such) that it will last for longer than if the ritual was not performed. Indeed, without the

protective action, the simangi of the padi would leave and much of the padi would be found
to be dry, empty husks.

Despite the similarities between this so-called 'non-market society' and a capitalist one, Gayu
in earlier days was probably more accurately regarded as somewhere in between these

categories. The reason for this is located in the relationship between labour and the product
of labour (see Godelier 1981:161). Taussig provides a clear distinction between the different
forms of economy that is worth quoting at length.

[T]he fetishism that is found in the economics of precapitalist societies arises from the
sense of organic unity between persons and their products, and this stands in stark
contrast to the fetishism of commodities in capitalist societies, which results from the
split between persons and the things that they produce and exchange. The result of
this split is the subordination of men to the things they produce, which appear to be
independent and self-empowered (Taussig 1986: 37).

The key feature that made padi a unique form of money is that people who worked on

another person's land were not alienated from the products of their labour. If they worked in
a padi farm they would have been paid either in padi or in reciprocal labour — of which I
shall say more later. Furthermore, someone who borrowed padi actually consumed it rather

5Some people told me that there was a peris (prohibition) on selling padi but this did not apply to
husked rice.
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than used it as the currency to purchase something else. Padi was therefore the focus of

subsistence; the staple food which was produced and consumed by all; transformed into

capital by the very few.

Just as religion is so intermingled with everything that people do that it is more appropriate
to use the term 'lifeworld', it is also more appropriate not to separate the growing of padi
from the religious practices which are an integral part of its production. Padi, as is also the
case elsewhere in the region, is a central element of the Pinyawa' lifeworld (both past and
present). It is more heavily loaded in terms of symbolic capital than anything else in
Kampung Gayu.

Work and social value

Janowski, writing of rice cultivation in the Kelabit highlands, states that successful padi
farming is linked to the generation of prestige. Rice assumes a special significance because of
the difficulties associated with cultivation it in a tropical forest environment. Furthermore,
she writes, 'Plenty of vegetables and fruit means that everyone in the community will benefit

through sharing. Plenty of rice, on the other hand, is prestigious' (Janowski 1991: 118).

Prestige is gained through a large harvest, which ensures that the hearth group will be able
to display their rice surplus through the hosting of feasts. Prestige is generated for the focal

couple, and the hearth group in general. Although she describes how women are, in fact,
more closely associated with rice than are men, gender complementarity is stressed rather
than a possible gender asymmetry.

In Kampung Gayu, the generation of prestige was also associated with those who were

successful farmers: however, the signs of this prestige were given a different emphasis.
Rather than feasting, the ownership of prestige goods were the signs of enhanced social
value. As elsewhere in island Southeast Asia, talk of prestige emphasised difference

although gender was usually talked about in terms of complementarity (see Atkinson and
Errington 1990).

I approached women and men of various age groups to discover what kinds of activities
offer a person a route to enhanced social value. The word that comes closest to status in the
Pinyawa' language is rajar so I began by asking why a man might be perceived as rajar. An

elderly woman (over 65 years) said,
It used to be that people would say someone was rajar because they were very good
farmers. They'd usually have extra padi that could be lent to people who needed it. By
trading padi this man would have collected a full set of gongs and maybe a brass
cannon or two. He would also have lots of tajaw [large jars used for storing padi seed]
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among other things. These would show that he was rajar. He would also have to be a
hard working person (rajin) who could weave fine mats and make parang handles and
sheaths. People would listen to him and ask his advice in various matters.

A man who was regarded as mjar, was also a man of 'potency' (see Anderson 1972; Errington
1983,1989) — that which could be read by the signs of having a strong simangi or soul stuff.
The signs would be the prestige goods, but even more importantly, an abundant harvest
would be a clear sign of a potent farmer.

The same woman told me that women are never described as rajar, instead they enjoy an

enhanced social value by association with their husbands. There was no separate term that

applied to women. When I asked what qualities she respected in a woman, however, she

emphasised work. She said that woman should be very hard working and should be able to
weave fine baskets and perhaps even the mats that are usually men's work.6

Younger people are aware of these signs of social value, although the emphasis has changed
today towards money and consumer goods. If a family becomes wealthy by village
standards, they will have a large concrete house and perhaps a car or van. Furthermore,

many Gayu people today regard education as a route to both knowledge and financial
advancement. If a family put their children through school, this will ensure their continued

prosperity in later years, since they will benefit from the remittances from their children
working in the towns.

Women must still be hard workers to earn the approval of their peers and evidence for this is
all around in the farms where women work long and hard. Many people (including Bidayuh
from other areas) agreed that women do the majority of the agricultural work. Skills such as

basketry are still admired although increasing numbers of women under around 30 years of
age do not have these skills.

Clearly, before the advent of roads linking the village to urban areas, people in Kampung

Gayu linked social value to the successful farming of padi. This is yet another example of
how padi is (or was) central to the everyday lives of people in Gayu. Although Janowski
makes this point, she does not explore the fact that the production of padi is bound up with
ritual and one could say that, in fact, the successful farmer is also one who is knowledgeable
about the beliefs and practices of Adat Gawai. Pinyawa' farmers use this knowledge in

finding a farm, to perform rituals to ensure a good harvest and in observing omens more

6I do not do justice to the intricacies of gender relations since there is not space to elaborate on this
here.
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generally on a daily basis.

Adat Gawai and the padi farm

Adat Gawai could be described as a 'padi cult': the term coined by Freeman (1992 [1955]) for
the Iban 'traditional religion'. Its influence extends beyond ritual occasions, unsurprisingly
since rice is consumed on a daily basis. Similarly, Jensen also writes of the Iban:

One of the most remarkable aspects of Iban existence is the way in which Iban religion
is almost synonymous with an ordered life and ritual enters into most activities ...

However, Iban religion is neither solemn nor set apart from the routine activities of
daily life and it finds its principal expression in agricultural practice and the social
order (Jensen 1974: 55).

Freeman adds, 'It is the fervent conviction of the Iban that their padi is a spirit, that it

possesses a soul, a personality of its own, and it is this belief that permeates the whole of
their agricultural practice' (1992:153). This is also the case for the Pinyawa': indeed this is one

of the many shared beliefs common to rice cultivators in South East Asia. The farmer who

practices Adat Gawai is both farmer and priest at the same time. For instance, a good harvest
depends on both the expertise and hard work of the farmer as well as successfully engaging
the help and protection of the spirits.

Most of the rituals of Adat Gawai practiced today in Kampung Gayu are associated with padi
farming. The rituals aim to placate the spirits with a complex series of offerings, and to
invoke protection for both the farmers and their crops. Each farm is responsible for its own

basic rituals, therefore at least one man in every household is capable of doing the basic

mipis: the prayers said over the chicken sacrifice and other offerings. The dukun perform
some of the larger rituals, such as Gawai Nyugon performed at a sacred site near the

longhouse. They perform this ritual to seek the blessing of the spirits of Nyugon for the new

farms; to call forth the padi spirits and to invite them to the farms.

In order to grow padi the farmer must be willing to work long and hard, preferably with
access to additional household labour. They must also be able to conduct the padi ritual in an

effective way so that the simangi padi (padi spirits) will be gathered and concentrated on the
farm. Without the simangi of the padi, the plant would grow with rotten or empty grains of
rice. Having called the spirits of the padi to the field, however, the farmer and all who
worked on the farm had to be mindful of their behaviour and continue to perform the

prescribed rituals at the correct time in order to keep the simangi of the padi in place. A
failure to do so could result in the simangi fleeing the farm.

Someone who has the ability to draw in the simangi in this way is also regarded as being a
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potent person. The simangi of the padi and the simangi of the person are interdependent,
indeed complementary. The farmer demonstrates his potency by calling the padi spirits to
the farm; by invoking the nurturing and protection of Iyang Tapah (the rice Goddess) and
the spirits of long dead dukun; and by aiming to propitiate any malevolent beings that might
be intent on harming the crop. Work in the farm is thus inseparable from ritual work.

When people farm in rataw (an area farmed continuously by around eight or more

households), there is a beri gawai (ritual hut) before the entrance to the first farm. In 1997, a

small rataw was established just before I finished my fieldwork. The beri gawai was a small
shelter of bamboo and attap, approximately six metres long by three metres wide. It was

large enough to accommodate the seven dukun who had farms on the rataw. There were three
walls, the front being left open to face the altars.

Getting to any of the farms on the rataw would mean passing the beri gawai, but there are no

routine prayers that are said on a daily basis. In each farm there will also be altars
constructed according to the religion of the farmer. Those who practice Adat Gawai will have
a small beri gawai with altars to the front, while Christian farmers have a small bamboo altar
(see plates 9 & 10).

In addition, each farm has some form of shelter to provide a resting-place for the farmers. In
farms close to the village, these will usually be a simple bamboo platform a few inches off the

ground covered by an attap roof held up by four posts. At greater distances from the

kampung, farmers are more likely to live for short periods on the farm during labour
intensive times and will therefore have a small farmhouse (beri). This is also constructed of

bamboo and attap but it is a smaller version of the longhouse ramin. It will have four walls,
at least one window, a hearth, and outside will be a small veranda. The whole structure is

raised a few feet off the ground (see plates 11 & 12).

When everyone in Gayu still followed Adat Gawai and padi farming was the main
subsistence activity, the agricultural cycle marked the yearly calendar. Various stages of the
cultivation cycle and the rituals associated with them, divided up the year. Time and the
production of padi were thus intertwined.

After every padi ritual, whether it is performed in the farm or back in the village, there is a

peris that lasts from two to five nights. This period involves various restrictions according to
the particular ritual, however there is always a prohibition on entering the farm during this

87



PLATE 9

RITUAL HUT ON A FARM

PLATE 10



PLATE 11

FARMHOUSE INTERIOR

PLATE 12

I |



time.71 learned to recognise farms under peris by the sign of two crossed sticks on the path as

a warning not to enter the area. Although everyone performs the basic rituals around the
same time, some farmers perform additional rituals. For instance, a ritual should be

performed to cleanse the area (make it kadud or cool) if anyone should meet with an accident
on the farm. An accident, Babai Helman informed me, could be caused by the spirits: either
one of malicious disposition or be an indication that the spirits were unhappy. The ritual
would then aim to drive off malicious spirits and placate the others with offerings.

Another way in which the knowledge of farming is bound up with knowledge of ritual is in
the reading of omens. These have an influence that extends from affecting the choice of new

farmland, to when a person should work or indeed eat or do other things in their daily lives.

Reading omens

The new year began with the harvest festival, Gawai Sawah, followed by a rest period before
beginning to look for a suitable site for a new farm. In the days when padi farming was the
main subsistence activity, the preference was to farm in large rataiv: a large area of land
divided into segments worked by individual households. The search for a suitable site for a

rataw involves consultation between those who have access to land in the same areas. The

dukun padi becomes the facilitator in these negotiations. Just as the whole cultivation cycle is
bound up with ritual and peris, agricultural knowledge in general includes the ability to read
omens, and to perform rituals to prepare the land for clearing and burning.

The dukun inspect various possible sites and base their choice on a number of factors. Firstly,
farmers recognise the link between length of fallow period and soil fertility, therefore they
favour land that has been left fallow for at least seven years. Secondly, farmers say that they
look for the presence of bamboo, since they say that this is another indication of soil fertility.
If the first two conditions are met, then the choice is narrowed down somewhat and a variety
of other factors will influence the final decision.

An important aspect of choosing land, particularly for those following Adat Gawai is the
observance of omens. Nais (1993) provides a detailed study of the range of birds and animals
involved in the divination of omens so here I shall restrict myself to brief examples.8

7For instance, on the day of Gawai Pa'an Tanah, the ritual which marks the beginning of clearing the
new farmland, forest products such as rattan must not be gathered. Then follows a five night peris on
entering the farm (see also Gerrits 1994: 358-367).
8 See also Gadug's (1988) short contribution to the Sarawak Gazette.
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If a fox, tarsier, bear-cat or slow lorris is seen or heard in the area chosen for a farm prior to
the first clearing, then this land must be abandoned otherwise those farming the area will die
during the agricultural year (Nais 1993: 12). I was told that the most important (commonly
referred to) omen bird is known by three names related to the calls that it makes: biak, kesah
and titiah. If any of these calls are heard before the first clearing of the land (ngawah) then the
farm site should be abandoned. There are also omens of good fortune. For instance, if the
kriak bird is heard calling to the right when going to choose land for a new farm, then this is a

sign that the land will yield a good harvest (Nais 1993: 22).9

Accessibility is another factor that farmers consider when choosing the location of a farm.
This is much more influential today since the majority of people now travel between farm
and village each day, even during the labour intensive periods as was common in the past.
Since most (if not all) households have members engaging in some form of wage labour, and
children have to attend school, living for part of the year in a remote farm is no longer
feasible. Furthermore, many people who farm padi do so as a part-time occupation, splitting
their working hours between wage labour and the farm.

Even after clearing, burning and planting, farmers continue to observe omens. The call of the
kesah, biak or titiah often heralds bad news or danger so, for instance, if one of these calls is
heard when en route to the farm or when leaving the house, the journey should be
abandoned. One of my Christian neighbours (around 50 years of age) still observed these
omens to a lesser degree. Rather than abandon a journey she would delay it for ten minutes
or so.

Sometimes the calls of this bird can be auspicious. If a man was hunting and heard one of
these calls first on the right, then on the left and then on the right again, then this would
foretell a successful hunt. If it only sounded to the left of the hunter, however, he would

regard this as a bad omen and should turn back.

The calls of this bird can impinge even more on everyday life, as I observed one day. Sindo'
Paul was sitting down to eat her midday meal when she heard the call of the kesah. Although
she had been working hard all morning in her farm and was very hungry, she put her meal
aside. She told me that she did not eat for a while because she thought that perhaps the bird

91 checked most of Nais' (1993) study of divination with Gayu informants who confirmed that the
examples that he uses are more or less the same in their area. Differences were mainly a reflection of
differences in dialect. Both Nais and Gadug (1988) identify these birds as orthotomus or 'tailor birds',
although I was unable to confirm this.
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was trying to warn her that she would get a bone stuck in her throat or something bad like
that.

Although omens do impinge on everyday life, it is important to qualify this by adding that
they are not daily occurrences. I attempted to identify the bird known variously as the kesah,
biak or titiah and was unable to do so with the help of a book on the birds of Borneo. This
would appear to indicate that the bird is not that common. Indeed, when I first learnt the

significance of omen birds and animals, I expected to have to cancel many farm visits with
those who still practice Adat Gawai, but this never happened.

Simangi: people and padi

It is clear from the way that people's behaviour is constrained in the farms and the way that

they talk about padi (both through the practice of ritual and in general conversation), that

padi and people are interdependent. Furthermore, they are mutually constituting and the

consumption of rice is implicated in kinship and personhood (see Carsten 1991,1995,1997)
— which I shall elaborate on in Chapters 4 and 5.

Jensen writes in a similar vein of Iban attitudes towards padi (1974:152-154). Iban people

regard rice as being central to their livelihoods and way of life. It is shown great respect since
its samengat (simangi) is like that of a human and much of the following discussion of how

Pinyawa' people talk about and behave towards their padi is also true of the Iban. The main

exception is (although Jensen does not explore this in any detail) that perhaps the Iban see

less of a distinction between their own simangi and that of padi than do the Pinyawa'.
It is not merely that the samengat of rice constitutes a parallel concept to the samengat
of man, but, in the last instance, a question of actual identification with the Iban since
the human samengat when it eventually dissolves into dew, is taken up into the ears
of rice (Jensen 1974:153).

To my knowledge, the above is not true of the Pinyawa'. On death, the simangi of the person

goes to dwell in one of a number of places depending on who they are. For instance, various
dukun may go to dwell at the top of Santubong or Penrissen Mountain, while the majority of

people go to Sibayan (the underworld).10 In other circumstances, a person's simangi might
journey to another mountain top to join their brumbai (a 'spirit-spouse'): of which I shall say

more in Chapter 6.

As I mentioned earlier, how one behaves in a padi field in Gayu is also constrained by the

10 The Iban too go to an underworld (Sebayan) when they die, but eventually the simangi of the person
dissolves, and at this stage turns into the dew absorbed by the padi (Jensen 1974: 108).
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belief that padi is animate, and has its own soul. The gathering of the harvest gives a good

example of this. Harvesting is systematic: all workers group together in one part of the farm.
A small area at a time is harvested and no-one should break away from the group to work on

another section. Sindo' Cornelius told me that once, when harvesting, she decided to choose
a different area to the others because the plants looked heavy with padi in that particular

spot and she wanted to fill her basket quickly. She was swiftly reprimanded and called back
to join the group. When I inquired why this was the case, she replied, "It's because if you

choose another area then the padi you have left behind will be offended and this will affect
the harvest."

Because the padi has simangi (a spirit or soul), it must be treated with care and respect at all
times. Failure to do so will cause simangi to leave the farm, resulting in many rotten or empty

padi husks. Unlike the Iban who use a small tool (ketap) to harvest with, the Pinyawa' snap

off the stems holding the padi by hand, since this is a much gentler way of dealing with the
padi. Christian farms that I visited also observed these harvesting techniques.

Farmers treat their padi with respect and the way that they talk about it as it grows is
reminiscent of the human (particularly female) life cycle. They gently nurture the plants into

pregnancy, when the pannicles are ripe and heavy. At this time, the padi is said to be
pregnant or biteh, which also refers to female pregnancy. The plant then bears padi, which is
nak Tapah or the children of Tapah. It became clear to me with some of my earliest farm visits
that padi, as the children of God(s), is sacred and should be treated with great respect.

Furthermore, like human children, it is easily frightened or distressed.11 For instance, at
nuruk (the planting of padi), I was reprimanded for having let grains of cooked rice from a

meal fall to the ground. One should never waste rice, however it is a particularly offensive

thing to do during nuruk for, I was told, it would make the 'children' cry. This is because padi
is the children of Tapah and not only will this make the padi cry, but it might cause the

simangi of the padi to flee the farm, ensuring a disastrous harvest.

A more obvious interpretation of this might be similar to the English proverb: 'Waste not,
want not', however no-one ever mentioned anything of the sort. Perhaps the connection was

so patently obvious that it was never discussed. Another interesting possibility is that in
many ways children and padi are very similar and they are treated in much the same way.

11 Howe also describes similarities between the souls of humans and the 'essence' of rice; furthermore,
Balinese farmers treat rice and children in similar ways in ritual terms (1991: 455-456).
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Winstedt (1993 [1951]) describes the forms of padi ritual (which were or perhaps still are)
common to Malays of Peninsular Malaysia which include the making of a 'rice baby'. This is
welcomed into the home as the baby of the farmer and his wife and for three days 'all the

precautions [pnntang or taboos] fitting for a new-born child must be observed' (Winstedt
1993: 52). Furthermore, he writes, 'The soul of the rice in the field is of the same stuff as the

soul of a villager and, figured in anthropomorphic form, is treated with the care lavished on

a new-born child' (ibid.: 55).

Gayu people told me that children have a weak or soft simangi and, like padi, it is easily
enticed from the body and interfered with by evil spirits. Infants are regarded as being

particularly vulnerable and therefore various protective devices are (or were) used in caring
for the very young. One such device is the reung, a small bamboo hat that has a small cluster
of large white snail shells (grumbing) and small bells (grendung) dangling, rattle-like from the
rim. Anyone carrying a small child outside the house might wear the reung, with the rattle

dangling to the front of the face. The rattle holds the attention of the baby so that it is not
distracted by spirits intent on luring its simangi elsewhere.

Another link is the singing of lullabies (samon). Although I never saw this during my

fieldwork, I was told by one former dayung beris (women who perform the beris or ritual
chants) that during some rituals the women would sing samon to the padi. I asked if this was

because the padi was like children, however everyone whom I asked denied this. Teyung
Peter, a former dayung beris, put it like this: "No, padi is not like children, padi is padi. It's
different. The samon is an offering to the padi, that's all. It's not the same as singing to
children." I think that what Teyung Peter was telling me was that padi is not like children
because it is not human. Padi is respected in its own right as another animate species that is
imbued with sima?rgi and is central to livelihood and, indeed, personhood in this region.

While padi is talked about as "the children of Tapah (God)" in some contexts, it is also at the
same time itself sacred. The simangi of the padi is the animating essence of the padi and is

collectively referred to as Tapah Padi. Tapah is translated into English as God (and is used in
the Catholic prayer books as such) but when the nyamba gawai (the elderly who practice Adat
Gawai) use this word it is as a collective term for a range of spirits of the natural
environment.12

l2Tapah is, however, distinguished from mual: another class of spirits which are often harmful to
people.
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Working on a padi farm then, is bound up with the work of religion (ritual). In a similar vein
on rice cultivation in Bali Howe writes, 'Rice production is a co-operative endeavour
between gods and people' (1991: 454). Farmers, in Kampung Gayu worked or rested
according to the rituals associated with the padi cycle, observing the peris (periods of
prohibition) after every ritual. At some points during the year after large, village-wide
rituals, the whole knmpung would be under peris: preventing anyone from leaving or entering
the village. People's movements were therefore linked to the work which they did.13
Additionally, since padi farming was the main means of subsistence, a poor harvest meant
there was little to eat. Padi thus was central to people's lives: as food; as the focus of daily
work (including 'ritual work'); and as the common currency that was used as money by those
with a surplus.

With roads came increased efforts on the part of Catholic missionaries. They built schools; a

clinic and so lay down the foundations for later conversions. With education and roads, the

opportunities for earning a living were dramatically widened and slowly padi began to
move from the centre of people's lives. The shift in emphasis on padi as the main means of
subsistence had a crucial part to play in the conversion process. Not only did padi shift from
a focal position, but it was replaced by paper money and coin as the means of exchange.14
Rather than farming expertise (and hence a wealth of padi) defining how someone was

socially valued, the Malaysian Ringgit (the national currency) became of central importance.
This did not happen overnight, however, as with the road came more intervention from the

Department of Agriculture which aimed to help people diversify the economy through the
introduction of cash crops such as rubber, pepper and cocoa.15

When the road came to Teng Bukap there was not a sudden rush to work in the towns but a

gradual change, which resulted in the emphasis on wage labour. First came cash crops and
the sale of forest produce in the Sunday market in Kuching, which brought money towards
the centre of the village economy. By this time anyone who worked on someone else's farm
was more likely to be paid in cash rather than padi, so there was a gradual transition
towards wage labour and the capitalist economy. Following Errington and Gewertz (1991), I
would argue that social change was not a rupture between the old and the new; nor was it

13On the role of shared ritual and taboos in the creation of'village solidarity', see Geddes (1954:
Chapter 3).
l4Malaysian or Sarawak currency was in circulation in very small quantities before the road arrived,
but my argument rests on the fact that it was in very short supply and padi was more central within the
village economy.
15 For a detailed discussion of agricultural development projects in the Bukar-Sadong area (also
Bidayuh) see Abdullah (1990).
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dramatically imposed by the intervention of missionaries or government legislation, but
rather was a process that included agency on the part of Gayu people. Like the Karavaran of
East New Britain (ibid.), they did not passively endure change brought by dominant
outsiders, but responded and adapted their economy to the new possibilities that unfolded.

Over time, Gayu people adopted new ways of making a living so that today they could be
described as belonging to what Applebaum (1984) describes as 'transitional' or 'mixed
societies': located on the periphery of industrialised, market-orientated, urban centres. His
discussion highlights many features familiar to present day Kampung Gayu people's
experiences of the changing nature of work which have come about with the massive
increase in wage labour. For instance, the change from task orientation to working to time
schedules; working with strangers rather than neighbours and kin; and experiencing the

management styles of capitalist production where the managers or supervisors are, unlike in
'non-market societies', not necessarily the owners of the business or industry and often do
not work alongside those under their direction.

Roads, missions, new work and new religion

The Padawan Road connects the villages of the Padawan area to the main, surfaced road

leading between the state capital Kuching, and the town Serian. The Padawan road is
unsurfaced so although the distance to Kuching is only 40 kilometres, it takes around 116 - 2
hours by the rather infrequent bus service. Unless people have their own transport, then
commuting to work on a daily basis is not really viable. In fact, most people who work in
town stay there during the week and travel home at weekends or at the end of the month.
The cost of bus fares would bite too deeply into the average wage — even if it were possible
to catch the last bus of the day at around 4.30p.m.

Many households now have at least one family member working in town. With the coining
of the road, people have been brought into closer contact with the things money can buy, and
of course, they require money in order to acquire these commodities. In Gayu today, most
households have a television; and many have three piece suites, display cabinets, tape
recorders and all the trappings of the 'modern'.16

The encroachment of all things modern (which is often synonymous with 'urban') into the
most remote areas illustrates the shift in the kinds of things that are valued, and bring

prestige to their owners today in Sarawak. In a subtle way, this connects with motivations for

16 I use this word as it is understood by my informants rather than as an analytic term implying
engagement with theories of modernity.
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conversions to Christianity. Being a modern person is all about creating a distance between
the self and the ways of the past — which includes the houses that people live in (see the

following chapter) and what they put inside them. This is also bound up with conversion
since the rituals and taboos of Adat Gawai came to be regarded as incompatible with attempts
to identify with those who were perceived to be 'sophisticated' urban dwellers.17

One of the most startling examples of the value of all things modern was revealed to me

when I took a trip with some friends to Kampung Sait, one of the Tibia villages, around two
hours walk from the nearest road. The forest path crosses steep hills; and rivers forded by

long, swaying bamboo bridges: it is for neither the unfit nor the fainthearted. Everything that
is not produced in the village must be carried in and consequently all whom we met en route
were heavily laden. I saw elderly women and men carrying baskets on their backs with

towering loads of groceries, often with a few gallons of petrol in plastic containers perched
on the top. This was on a path where I, at least half their age and reasonably fit, was obliged
to pause for breath every so often on the steeper parts of the walk.

Under these conditions, it seemed unlikely that anyone would carry anything but the bare
necessities — but this was not the case. As my party strolled along, puffing gently now and
then from the exertion, we were overtaken on the path by two men who carried a wardrobe
between them, closely followed by a man with a display cabinet strapped to his back.
Somehow they had managed to negotiate bamboo bridges with very narrow walkways, and
kept hold of the furniture on the hills and sharp descents: it was an awe-inspiring sight. This
one episode spoke volumes regarding how these commodities were valued and the prestige
that they brought to those who could display them.

The coming of the road marked a period of accelerated change, and the movement of people
and commodities between town and kampung flowed back and forth, bringing new ideas and
more continuous contact with other ways of life. In the popular imagination, 'modernity' and
'being modern', became conflated with living in the towns and adopting the religions and
practices of those who lived there. There was no place for padi ritual in Kuching, where
house compounds did not always have enough space for growing a small number of
vegetables let alone rice.

Discussions with elderly people in Kampung Gayu and the surrounding area revealed that

17
Similarly, Keyes argues that with globalisation, peripheral people in Southeast Asia came to regard

'traditional religions' as not modern: they used conversion as a way of adapting to new 'modernities'
(1996: 288).
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by the time the road was built in 1959, Catholic priests had been missionising in the area for
two or 3 years. They had succeeded in persuading villagers to send some of the children to
the little temporary schools. This was after the rejection of Father Howes' earlier efforts — as

I discussed in previous chapters.18 The Catholic priests, however, arrived at a time when the

Development Scheme had begun to improve the lives of those involved and word had

spread that education might not be such a bad thing after all.

A few years later, a permanent school was built in Teng Bukap, an area of flat land in a

location that was accessible to surrounding villages. Later, Catholic nuns established a clinic
in the same place. The priests and lay brothers included bible teaching and catechism among

the usual school subjects, however at some point village elders objected to this and removed
children from the school. After some negotiation, the children went back to school on the
condition that all attempts to convert them would cease. Father Meehan, one of these first
teachers, told me that he and his colleagues decided that it was more important that the
children gain an education, so they abandoned proselytising. So they stopped the catechism
classes and, he informed me, hoped to "convert by example".

It is clear that the attempts to convert pupils resumed at some point, since old pupils of St.
Michael's told me of how they had to study the bible and learn to say their prayers. The
efforts of the priests bore little fruit in those early years, however, since the Gayu baptism
records show only a small number of conversions in the 1960s.19 The vast number of
conversions began in the late 1980s so although St. Michael's might have paved the way for
conversions, other factors were involved. What has been written of conversion to

Catholicism in Iban territory (see Rooney 1981:115) is also true of this area, namely, that
those who attended the mission schools did not become Christian until they were adults and
had gained influence within their communities. These people gradually convinced the
majority of the village to follow their example.

Although it was many years until the bible classes at school could be linked to conversion to

Christianity, there is no doubt that missionary education equipped pupils with the necessary

skills to cope with the world of work outside the kampung. It was at school that the
'colonising of consciousness' took place, and I would suggest that it was the inculcation of

18 See Howes (1995), however he does not mention any missionising attempts in the Gayu area. These
observations are based on the recollections of Gayu people.
19

Although the records show 10 baptisms in the 1960s, it is unclear whether these were Gayu converts
or inmarrying people from other areas that were missionised much earlier than Gayu. I found only one
Gayu person who had converted in 1962 and he was generally referred to as the first person in the
village to convert.

96



'discipline' and the kinds of values necessary to entering the labour market that was at the
root of later conversions.

Schools have long been implicated in colonial expansion: as a source of soldiers, of a literate
workforce, and ultimately, of 'good citizens' (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992,1997; Mitchell
1988), and 'modernisation' and 'modernity' are also often represented as part and parcel of
the same thing. 'Modernity', however, is not a monolithic, analytic category that is

synonymous with 'Westernisation' as Herzfeld (2001: 82), following Ong (1996), argues.

Indeed there is not one but multiple modernities, in response to particular local contexts

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1997; Herzfeld 2001; van der Veer 1996).

As elsewhere in the world, the mission school brought the first pupils into contact with a

new time orientation. Clocks, argue Jean and John Comaroff, were an enormous factor in

preparing children for their subsequent entry into wage labour (1992: 160-161). A strict

ordering of the day in terms of lessons, leisure and prayer time was a way in which children
were inculcated with a new sense of discipline and routine (see Whitehouse 1998: 52-53). In
St.Michael's School the teaching priests and lay brothers took things a step further with the
use of the English language. Not only was it the medium of instruction (as indeed was the
case in all Sarawak schools until around 20 years ago), but it was also enforced as the

language of the playground. The use of money also came into the equation since any

children overheard speaking one of the Bidayuh languages on school grounds was fined 10
cents on the spot by a roving priest clutching a money box.20

Children who attended the mission school acquired the prerequisites for dealing with work
in the towns. By the time that they left St.Michael's, they could count money, read and write
and, more significantly, understand the underlying principles of wage labour since they had
also learnt how to manage and count time. Their experience of working away from the

village in urban areas was heavily implicated in later conversions to Christianity.

The first converts were all men who had worked and lived in urban areas before returning to

the village to raise their families. Their occupations varied from primary school teacher,
policeman, or clerk to wage labourer. Only one of them converted while at St. Michael's
School. These men no longer had padi at the centre of their lives — they still ate rice, and
some of them enjoyed the hill rice from the farms of their wives or elderly parents — but

20 This must have been a number of years after the road had been built when cash crops were bringing
money into circulation.
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their main source of subsistence was now the wages from non-agricultural employment. No

longer being involved with padi production meant that they were not obliged to perform the
various rituals of Adat Gawai. Furthermore, working and living in town meant that they were

no longer under the observation of the Nyamba Gawai (the elderly who practice Adat Gawai)
and were not bound by the peris of their fellow villagers.

One of these men told me that, as a young man, he grew increasingly disillusioned with Adat
Gawai. He thought all the periods of prohibition were a waste of time that could better be
used working (see Chapter 6). He began to break village-wide peris and was often fined. He
left Gayu to join the British army as a Sarawak Ranger then later trained as a policeman. He
was posted to other areas for some time before returning to his home village.

The theme of 'time-wasting' often arises when Christians talk about Adat Gawai, which links
in to the whole discourse of social value being linked to work and being hard working (rajin).
It is difficult to say for certain whether this has always been the case or whether the priests
inculcated the work ethic. Furthermore, the policeman was extremely well trained in

marking, counting and reporting on the use of time. What is certain, however, is the fact that
those who were engaged in wage labour had experienced work as a domain separate from
ritual, while those who continued to farm padi could not regard the rituals and peris as a

waste of time because they did not distinguish these activities as separate from other work
done on the farm. Similarly, while the wage earners had learned to equate time with money

(or some form of production), anyone who practiced Adat Gawai could only regard the farm
rituals as part of the whole process of producing padi. Furthermore, the periods of taboo on

entering the farms were often used to do other work such as house repairs; hunting and
gathering; fruit collection; and, more recently, tending cash crops.

When in town the Gayu men were faced with very different attitudes and ways of life.
People had detached houses (or at least more private dwellings than the longhouse) and they
often came across derogatory attitudes towards village life. In fact, during fieldwork, I often
heard people in town say things like, "Oh, that one [i.e. that person] is so kampungl" This was

intended as an insult. Being kampung could include a variety of things: lacking sophistication
in terms of fashion and behaviour; being ignorant of some of the technology that is taken for

granted in towns; being perceived as 'coarse' and perhaps dirty looking because of farm
work; and, in the case of those who still followed a traditional religion, they would be

regarded as backward and quaintly superstitious. During visits to Kuching, when I spoke of
my research in Kampung Gayu, sometimes people would regale me with what they
considered humorous episodes when they had visited a rural area and unwittingly broken
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prohibitions.

A negative attitude towards traditional religions is prevalent, although I hasten to add that
not all townspeople feel this way. I sometimes heard those who had originated from Dayak
villages let slip in conversation that their Grandparents had "no religion", when what they
meant was that they followed an indigenous religion. This is bound up with negative

perceptions of the 'rural' and the rural/urban divide. Furthermore, being modern is
conflated with urban living, somehow spatially divided and contrasted to the rural kampung.
Rather than a bounded space, however, the rural and urban are more usefully regarded as

ideas that are relational and contextual (much like Appadurai's (1995) 'production of
locality').

Malaysian 'modernity' and 'modernisation', however, do not involve secularisation as is
often the assumption arising from a Western-biased model (see Appadurai 1995; Hefner
1998). Indeed, one rarely meets anyone in Malaysia who does not practice some religion or

other, although, of course this includes widely varying levels of participation. So those who
came to the towns learned that their way of life back home was sneered at by many, valued

by the very few, and they swiftly learned that one of the key things that they could do to be
considered part of the modern way, was to enter a world religion.21 Apart from anything
else, those distanced from home could have access to a whole new community through

joining a congregation, and the earlier exposure to Catholicism meant that the Catholic
Church was more familiar ground than any other denomination. Although some of the first
mission educated Gayu people who worked in the towns attended church on occasion, it was

not until they moved back to the village with their young families that they finally became
baptised Catholics.

These first converts told me about the development of Catholicism in their village. They

explained that in the late 1970s around ten of them (all men) got together back in Kampung
Gayu and began to talk of becoming Christian. They were all literate men who had been to
the mission school and had spent time working outside the village. They began by taking
turns to host prayer meetings and then a catechist began to visit to prepare them for
baptism.22 In 1980, they built the first church of bamboo and attap and some of their number

21 On similar points in South Africa see Comaroff and Comaroff (1997: 27-29), more generally in
Southeast Asia see Keyes (1996), and for Indonesia see Kipp and Rodgers (1987).
22Catechists are usually lay people (although sometimes nuns perform this role) who may pursue
religious teaching as a full time occupation. The catechist responsible for Kampung Gayu lives in
another of the Pinyawa' villages and it is her job to visit various villages in rotation holding classes
with catechumen.
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received training as prayer leaders. It was these first prayer leaders who led the tiny

congregation in the absence of the priest, who visited Gayu to serve mass on a monthly basis.

These ten men, and later their wives and children, gradually got the interest of a small
number of people. A trickle of conversions began in the early 1980s. The first converts were

influential members of the community, whose opinions carried weight in decision making at
the village level. These men became the contemporary equivalent of rajar. instead of gongs

and cannon, they displayed wealth in their detached houses and motor vehicles. They were

elected to the village committee and one of these men became the Tua Kampung or village
head. Their activities in the church therefore caught the interest of others.

By the end of the 1980s there were large numbers of baptisms in Gayu. This coincided with
increased incomes from wage labour, which by now was common place. The increase in
available cash allowed people the option of taking on the trappings of the ways of living they
were seeing in the urban areas where they worked. People began to move out of the

longhouse to build individual houses by the roadside: living separately meant that they too
could break the village peris if they wished. Additionally, by now they had observed that the
first converts had broken various prohibitions and, apparently, had gotten away with it. The

way was paved for their conversion.

The road also offered easier transport of cash crops and agriculture gradually diversified
under the guidance of the agriculture department. Pepper, cocoa, rubber and market
gardening expanded. The pepper boom towards the end of the 1980s and early 1990s

brought a sudden influx of cash into the village. This coincided with the largest
concentration of baptisms. Rice had become a minor part of household income.

Today Gayu people are engaged in a range of occupations, which offer varying salaries as

well as different experiences of wage work, and I shall touch only briefly on some of those
here.

As I have already indicated, the impetus for wage work was established with the widening
of horizons brought with missionary education and the inculcation of discipline and working
to schedules. With increased communication between the villages and towns, it became
much more common for Gayu people to travel to Kuching. It also became unremarkable for
women to travel to town to sell the produce from their market gardens or forest gatherings at
the Sunday market. Children, accompanying their parents or grandparents, were introduced
to the delights of town life at an early age and soon learned that they too could find a place
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here: away from the hard toil of work on the farms for very little financial reward.

Today very few young people display any interest in agricultural work, considering it
beneath them, a last resort. Many of them say that work in the farms is too hard, too dirty,
and that (especially young women) being out in the hot sun ruins their complexion (by
darkening their skin). In contrast, a job as a waiter or waitress, a domestic helper or labourer,
brings in comparatively large sums of money in contrast to the village farmers. Furthermore,
having a wage and living in town means that these young people can do things like go to the
cinema, discos and other such things that they cannot do back in the kampung.

In a study of Bidayuh women who migrated to urban areas for employment, Hew writes:

[T]he theme of wanting to be modern was recurrent, even if the main reason given for
migration varied. The women who gave becoming modern as their reason for
migration did so in very particular terms. They wanted to buy beautiful clothes and
gold jewelry. Thus, they were constructing new femininities in terms of urban
consumption. Their desire to experience city living was couched in terms of
independence, expanding their view of the world, and their wish for city
sophistication (2001: 156).

There is an enormous catch, however, in entering into this pursuit of 'sophistication'. For one

thing, these young people still maintain strong ties to their family in the kampung, and they
are expected to send regular remittances. Yet they are often, by town standards, very poorly

paid: at worst bringing home as little as RM150 per month if they are domestic workers or as

much as RM400 if they are hotel waiters or waitresses in a more upmarket establishment.
Those who are in white-collar jobs fare a little better, earning anything from around RM500
to RM1000 per month depending on their post and qualifications.

Another difficulty that they face is that by entering into a pursuit of consumer goods, they
suddenly find that where a fraction of their present salary would be sufficient to meet all of
their needs in the kampung, in town it is never enough. Those who are on low incomes are

more likely to return to the kampung when they have children of their own since it is
acknowledged that life is easier: as long as it doesn't involve agricultural work. Many of the
married men in Gayu work on building sites in Kuching as daily paid labourers. Some of
them commute daily on motorbikes, cars or vans and others stay with relatives and return
home at the weekends to their families. Whereas in the days of subsistence farming every

able-bodied person, irrespective of gender, was employed on the farms, and (as I discussed
earlier), women were regarded as the hardest workers, today the men bring the main source

of income into most households. Interestingly enough, where Hew has identified this as an

urban transformation (2001:156-157), my research confirms that her observations in Kuching
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are also true of household economies today in Kampung Gayu.

While padi has become displaced from the centre of many people's lives, it nevertheless
maintains significance in both symbolic and practical terms in the lives of Gayu people. As I
shall explore further in the following chapters, although ritual and work became dissociated
for those who worked in the towns, and although the majority of people are now Catholic or

in the process of converting, this did not necessarily mean that the objectification of padi as a

commodity was a fait accompli. In fact, today there is even more ambiguity than ever centred
on the production and consumption of rice.

In conclusion, although a Christian could practice their religion without setting foot in a

farm, those following Adat Gawai could not do padi ritual without the work on the padi
farms. Without the padi there could be no religious practice — indeed without the religious

practices there could be no padi, and the distinction between ritual work and other kinds of
work was simply not made. With the building of the road linking the villages to urban areas,

the economy diversified so that padi, although still highly significant in many ways, was no

longer the focus of subsistence. With this shift in focus, crucially to wage labour in town and

money as the central means of exchange, for many people religion and work became
separated conceptually. This paved the way for the early missionising done at the Catholic
school to bear fruit. As the focus on cash increased, so too did the dependence on padi

production and here I have shown that conversion involved much more than bible classes in
schools. Changes in the village economy were heavily implicated in the conversion process

and with the possibility of being employed outwith the padi farming sector, religion and
work became separated. For those who are Christian and continue to farm padi, however,
things are not so clear cut. The strategy of enculturation adopted by the Catholic church
brought religious practice back in to the farms (see Chapter 5), making it possible once again
to connect this particular kind of work with religion. Key to this discussion, however, is the
fact that the initial conceptual distance created between work and ritual experienced by the
early wage earners paved the way for the conversions that were to follow.
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From Longhouses to Short Houses: Reproducing Locality
and Modernity

The previous chapter illustrated the shift in the economy that brought money and wage

labour to centre stage, pushing the production of rice to the periphery of peoples' lives.
While this paved the way for the conversions to Catholicism that were to follow, the

heightened dialogue between village and town was created by the predominance of wage

labour. Working for wages also included new patterns of consumption that were associated
with a striving to be part of the 'modern' Malaysia. This did not stop at commodities such as

televisions, sofas and display cabinets, however, for houses too were 'consumed' as desirable

objects that could display the new forms of wealth and status. Moving from longhouses to
'short' (concrete) houses then, was bound up with discourses of 'modernity'. It was also
another chapter in the story of religious change — one that is often glossed over by only a

passing reference. While longhouses and 'indigenous religions' have attracted the attention
of anthropologists, it appears that the movement out of longhouses into single family
dwellings in Borneo has, with the exception of one edited collection (Winzeler 1998), largely
been ignored.

Literature on indigenous architecture in Borneo often ignores the presence of other house
forms to the extent that one could be forgiven for assuming that Dayak people live

exclusively in longhouses built of 'traditional' materials such as attap, bamboo and hand
hewn timber. It would appear that there is no place for concrete, corrugated iron, and
detached houses. In Sarawak, longhouses are a strong symbol of Dayak identity (see Leach
1950), even though a great many Dayak people today have never lived in a longhouse, and

many ethnographies of Borneo tend to perpetuate what is in danger of becoming a myth,

worryingly close to those of the 'unshattered Eden' variety (see Errington and Gewertz 1995).

Since the longhouse looms so large in the literature of the region, it is surprising that
although many people have abandoned this form of dwelling, this has received little
attention. There is a growing body of literature on Southeast Asian houses: notably the now

classic work of Waterson (1990), and edited collections such as those by Fox (1993), and
Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995). All of these include discussions of Bornean longhouses, with
little or no mention of the move towards single family dwellings.

These collections, however, represent significant contributions to the study of houses as

dynamic, reactive forms that can be 'read' for information about their inhabitants. Bourdieu's
(1977 [1971]) account of the Kabyle house has influenced much of the current work: it was a
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landmark in the anthropology of architecture. Waterson's symbolic analysis of Southeast
Asian houses was one such study, which married symbolic deconstruction with that of a

Geertzian 'house as text' approach. Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) too include symbolic

analyses in their collection, and although changing forms of vernacular architecture are not

discussed, they take a processual approach that lends itself to discussions of movement and

change — which influence this present discussion. Bloch (1995), for instance, illustrates how
the Zafimaniry house in Madagascar actually grows with the marriage of the focal couple
within it, being improved and made more solid and permanent as the relationship develops.
Carsten (1995c) takes the discussion from growing houses, to moving houses: illustrating that
far from being static, permanently placed forms, houses in Langkawi are sometimes lifted

bodily and moved to a more suitable location, reflecting the developmental cycle of the
domestic group within them.

Despite the fact that many accounts of vernacular architecture in Borneo ignore the presence

(sometimes predominance) of other house forms (see Alexander 1993; Helliwell 1993,1996;

Janowski 1995; Sather 1993), there is much interesting material within these papers that is
drawn on here. Winzeler's (1998) edited collection, however, represents a significant
contribution to discussions of changing house forms in Borneo, being the only collection of
papers that, to my knowledge, takes on board movement out of longhouses (see also
Winzeler 1997). This chapter adds to this small body of literature. I address the movement
between longhouses and 'short' houses, showing that it says a great deal about both identity
and the process of conversion — bound up as this is with matters of economy, modernity,
and consumption.

Helliwell, who has also written about longhouses in Borneo, offers an insightful analysis of
the experience of longhouse living, although she devotes only one paragraph to the change
in house form in Gerai (Kalimantan). One must turn to the back of her paper to the footnotes
to discover that at the time of her fieldwork in 1987, 'Only 23 of the 106 village dwellings
were found in either of the two longhouses' (Helliwell 1996: 146).

The construction of longhouse apartments, far from mirroring household
independence, actively promotes community interference in the activities of
individual households. Longhouse members themselves are well aware of this fact.
The wish to escape such interference was the main reason given to me by a number of
younger couples for their intended moves to free-standing dwellings. In particular,
with the growing importance of the cash economy in Gerai, more and more
households are reluctant to share resources with others. Yet, the very structure of an
apartment, with its highly permeable boundaries on either side, means that longhouse
living is almost incompatible with such a reluctance, leaving these households with
little option but to move (Helliwell 1996:143).
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Although I agree with Helliwell that longhouse design is highly suited to community
surveillance, I argue that in Kampung Gayu people did not leave the longhouse because they
found this oppressive, nor because they wished to avoid 'sharing'. Instead, repeatedly I was

told that the main reason for leaving the longhouse was so that they could avoid observing
the peris of Adat Gawai (see also Winzeler 1998: 97). The sub-text was that they left to become
Christian.

People that I spoke to in Kampung Gayu gave a variety of other reasons for moving out of
the longhouse, not all of which were significant enough for everyone to mention. Some of the
most common were such things as: the longhouse was a fire hazard, and if one ramin caught
fire then the whole longhouse could burn to the ground. Furthermore, living next to the road
(on flat land) was easier than hiking up and down the steep steps up to the longhouse —

particularly when it came to harvesting time. Many people also preferred to have a separate
house with its own compound so that they could grow vegetables or flowers in their

gardens.1

Although there is no doubt that moving out of the longhouse coincided with an influx of
cash into the village economy and the commodities that this could buy, sharing is still an

important and central aspect of kampung life. Indeed, this is an indication of the strong bonds
of sociality that bind people together. In the longhouse, surrounded by neighbours, it was

easy to maintain these ties, but in the detached houses people had to put more effort into

maintaining relationships. Sociality is reinforced by the possibility that individuals acting
alone can be dangerous to the community at large, and I demonstrate this with reference to
the propensity of people to work together, to live together and to share food (and other

things) together rather than to do things alone.

While some things are altered with the move between houses, there has also been a kind of
reconstruction and adaptation of the old ways to incorporate them into the lifeworld of those
who have become Christian. Elsewhere in Sarawak, the change from longhouse living has
been described as incorporating the same grammar or system into the new, single family
dwellings. The authors describe a village where the public walkway of the longhouse was

replaced by a field, around which the single houses are grouped, mostly facing the church.
Furthermore, 'the village as a whole, viewing itself as a family of God, gathers at the hearth

1
Chang gives some additional reasons for moving out of longhouses in Bau district as: they are dirty

and unhygienic, and 'Individual households cannot extend or beautify their houses as they wish' (1988:
34).
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for all, the sidang, the church' (Pearson-Rounds and Crain 1998: 64).

The 'grammar' that is maintained in Gayu is the theme of sociality: 'sharing' and doings
things together. Indeed Geddes opens the chapter, 'The Organisation of Work' as follows:

Land Dayaks do not like to work alone. They say that it makes the sun grow hot upon
their backs, meaning that the work seems much harder when not done in company.
Therefore they go to work on other people's padi fields and expect those people to
repay them by working on their own fields. This practice depends upon a system of
labour exchange so extensive that it strikes a stranger as extraordinary (1954: 70).

The features of this system which he finds 'extraordinary' (also applicable in Kampung

Gayu) include the fact that the labour of man, woman, boy or girl is equally valued; labour
exchange is a matter of exchanging labour between households rather than a matter of
individual reciprocity; and these exchanges of labour are not limited to kin, although close
kin usually feature highly in any work group (ibid.; Grijpstra 1976: 84-86).2

Although Geddes found that the majority of work was done by groups based on reciprocal
labour, today in Gayu this is not the case. As I discussed in the previous chapter, most if not
all households now have at least one member who is engaged in wage labour; and padi

farming tends to be done on a part-time basis. Pingiris (exchange labour) is still a feature of

padi farming but it is now mostly restricted to labour-intensive activities such as land

clearing or planting. Indeed, on a return visit to Sarawak, Grijpstra noted a similar increase
in wage labour and less use of exchange labour in the Serian area (1990: 48-49).

Although there has been a relative decline in exchange labour, community or village work
(kerja mis) is probably on the increase, by comparison to Geddes' description of 1950s Mentu

Tapuh. Whereas he writes of the Land Dayak 'individualism' that makes it difficult for any

projects of community benefit to be organised (1954: 34), today in Gayu there is a flurry of
activity almost every other weekend. One day might be spent clearing the church land,
another on cutting the grass on the football field, and unlike the lack of organisation
mentioned by Geddes, there is, in fact, a plethora of committees that are responsible for

anything connected to living in the kampung. Interestingly enough, the Malay term gotong

royong was often used to refer to this community work rather than kerja rais.

While sociality is maximised by exchange labour, farms are also located in such a way as to
maximise contact during the working day. There used to be a preference for farming in

2
Exchange labour is (or was) practiced by other Bornean people. For instance, on the Lahanan see

Alexander (1993: 38-39), see Janowski (1991, 1995) on the Kelabit, Laway (1998) on the Kayan, and
Drake on the Mualang (1998).
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rataw: a large area that is farmed continuously although it is subdivided into separate farms
owned and worked by different households. In 1996, there were no large rataw but instead

groups of anywhere from around three to five farms. People told me that they still preferred
to farm together but it was harder to find large tracts of land suitable for rataw within

commuting distance of the village. In the days before wage labour and schools, proximity to
the kampung was not so important since most people lived in their farmhouses during labour
intensive periods of the padi cycle. Sometimes a farmer is unfortunate enough to have no

choice but to establish a farm that is surrounded on all sides by forest. Pulau (or islands as

they are called) are regarded as the worst possible way to farm: alone, and since they are

surrounded by forest there are greater problems in controlling encroaching vegetation and
animals.

I began to ask myself why it was that there is so much emphasis on group activity and why
doing things alone is somehow slightly suspect. The answer lies in the fact that an

individual, acting out of sight of fellow villagers is a potential danger to all. This is because
of the vagaries of the supernatural sanctions on undesirable or inappropriate action: if a peris
is broken, then the punishment could fall on any member of the community rather than just
the guilty party. Because of this, monitoring each other is a safeguard and protective strategy
as well as offering the benefits of company. Working together, then, is a means of monitoring
and controlling the behaviour of people in a padi farm, which (as I indicated in the previous

chapter), is subject to a range of constraints.

My first experience of exchange labour was during nuruk, the sowing of the padi, when
people come together on one farm so that they can finish the sowing all in one day. It is at
labour-intensive times such as these that exchange labour is still used, and it is usually

organised on a Saturday when more people are at home in the village than during the week.
This was also my first experience of breaking a peris, which led to my learning of the less
obvious reasons behind the propensity to work together.

Working Together

Farms are traversed by paths marked by strips of wood or bamboo and sometimes these

paths form the basis for the separation between seed varieties and neighbouring farms.
Distinctive features of the landscape may also be used as a marker: gullies, streams, and
areas where fruit trees or sago palms grow. In Babai Helman's farm there were five different
varieties of padi including purut (glutinous rice) and one that grew well on swampy land.

A group of around fifteen adults with an assortment of small children made up the party
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that I joined for the sowing on Babai Helman's farm. We arrived at the farmhouse at around

eight o'clock, after an half hour walk through secondary forest, passing through one other
farm en route. After a rest, we all got to work. Slinging small baskets (juah) filled with seed
across our shoulders, we grouped behind the men carrying dibbling poles. Stooping slightly,
the women advanced across the hilly terrain, throwing small handfuls of seed into the holes
made by the men. We scrambled across steep slopes, sowing as we went. Occasionally a

group would stop to rest, drinking water from plastic containers; the women chewing pah
(betel); the men smoking cigarettes: time for some good-natured banter (see plate 13).

At one point, the hill sloped sharply on one side and as I attempted to reach the dibbled
holes, I began to slip down the hillside. A woman shouted to me to go down and leave that

part to someone else, so I descended quickly, being unable to climb back upwards. When I
reached the bottom, I found myself in a small gully only a few yards wide between two steep
hills. I looked up to see that an elderly woman had taken my place and was picking her way

carefully along the hillside. Since there were holes in the soil around me I began sowing

again, planning to work my way along the gully to a point which ascended more gradually
where I could rejoin the others. As I continued, another group of people from the next farm

appeared over the opposite hill. A shout went up and they told me that I was sowing in their
farm. I stopped and crossed back on to Babai Helman's land to rejoin the sowers on the
hillside.

They had heard the shouts and laughed good naturedly at my ignorance of the farm
boundaries. I thought nothing more of it until a few weeks later when I was visiting another
dukun who was talking to me about Adat Gawai. Only then did I discover that I had broken a

peris by crossing the boundary between farms and sowing the seed from one farm in another.
The possible consequence of my actions could be that the owner of the farm infringed upon

could get a sickness curable only by a dukun.

The fact that punishment for the breach of peris is meted out on another individual is not
unusual. In many cases, misfortune which may befall someone from a breach of adat, is often
talked about as being either visited on the offender or someone else in the village. In this

way, individual action is potentially harmful to anyone else in the community. Geddes
described this as a way of maintaining village solidarity in the face of what he called the
Mentu Tapuh people's 'individualist' nature (Geddes 1954). Another interpretation of this is
that when individual action is regarded as potentially dangerous then mutual surveillance
and censorship becomes necessary.
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Thinking back to my actions during nuruk, I realise that I probably would not have been
allowed to make this mistake if I had stayed with the group. I ventured down the hillside
alone while the other women remained at the top. Later that day, another woman nearly
sowed the wrong seed in a place reserved for a different variety, but since we were all
bunched together behind the dibbler, someone who knew where the boundaries were could

point this out to her. This is a clear example of the possible danger inherent in an individual

breaking away from group activity.

Working with others, then, ensures that breaches such as mine arising from ignorance are

minimised. Another advantage to working with others, of course, is that if someone were to

meet with an accident on the farm there would be someone else around to assist or go for
help (see Grijpstra 1976: 86).

Adat Gawai played its part in emphasising unity and collective action — particularly large-
scale rituals that brought together the whole village. Gawai Matu was one that involved a five

day peris during which no-one should leave the village and strangers must not enter. This

emphasised an internal unity which, as I shall explain, appeared to minimise differences
between households, longhouse sections or what are now called village zones. More

importantly, however, religious participation in both Catholicism and Adat Gawai acts (or
acted) as a check on individual action effectively emphasising the unity of the village

community. On village-wide peris Geddes writes, 'the period of restriction does serve to

emphasise to the villagers that they are one people, apart from others, with a common law
and a common fate if it is broken' (1954:19).

I suggested that since individual action (or should I say, a lone person) is regarded as

potentially dangerous, then there must be surveillance in order to maintain safety and
protection against the breaking of peris, whether intentionally or otherwise, and longhouses
are well designed for this. Babai Jiji explained this to me one evening when he was telling me

about some of the rituals which they no longer practice. He informed me that during Gawai
Matu the dukun went through the padi fields beating gongs to drive out muat (evil spirits).

They then proceeded from house to house cleansing them too and collecting a small
donation from each. After they had rendered the whole village kadud (cool), a period of five

days peris began. During this time, everyone had to remain in the village, and strangers
could not enter. No-one could bathe, or do any work around the house that involved sharp

implements and the strictest prohibitions were on entering the farms.

Babai Jiji informed me regretfully that they could not do Gawai Matu any more because it
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was too dangerous. He said that now everyone lives beside the road, the dukun cannot

control them any more.3 He went on to describe how easy it was when they all still lived in
the longhouse. No-one could leave without people seeing them whereas now the houses are

so spread out that they cannot be sure that people are following the peris. One of the last
times they did this ritual, a young man and woman ignored the prohibition and went off to
their farm with their two small children to collect firewood. While in the farm the children

were seriously injured by a bundle of wood falling on them in a tragic accident. He said that
the terrible thing was that sometimes people think they get away with breaking a peris — but
then something bad happens to someone else in the village instead. Evidently, the dukun
decided that the risk was not worth taking and they agreed to ban Gawai Matu.

The propensity for people to do things in company also extends to living conditions — or at
least it did in the past. The design of longhouses facilitates maintaining close contact with

neighbours, and the other significant aspect of this form of architecture is that when living in
a longhouse it is difficult to do anything that escapes the gaze of neighbours.

Living Together

The longhouse as a form of architecture offers many opportunities for those who live in it to
scrutinise the comings and goings of their neighbours, thereby ensuring that undesirable
behaviour is kept to a minimum. Either that which is undesirable does not happen because
of the lack of privacy or it is minimised because transgressions are readily observed and
sanctioned. As people began to change their religious practices, being constrained by the
peris of Adat Gawai became an increasingly unwelcome burden and by moving out of the

longhouse, people were able to avoid observing the same periods of restrictions that bound
longhouse residents. More to the point, by moving out of the longhouse, people were now

able to disregard the restrictions imposed by Adat Gawai without being observed.

Although Geddes and Freeman both emphasised the separation between longhouse
apartments Helliwell (1993,1996), writing of the Gerai Dayak of Kalimantan, criticises this
focus on individual households and Geddes' focus on Land Dayak 'individualism'. Her

ethnography clearly shows the communal aspect of longhouse living, where walls between
apartments are permeable to both sight and sound. There are also holes in the walls between
households that people pass objects through, or small animals might wander. The Gerai way

of living includes the notion that peering through the walls at one's neighbours is both
acceptable and necessary to the well-being of the community. For instance, a hunter returning

3
Additionally, by this time the majority of the village population was either Catholic or in the process

of converting.
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from the forest will be watched to see what game he has brought so that neighbours know
what share of meat to expect, and to censure the behaviour of the hunter who withholds a

share of the kill from their neighbours (Helliwell 1993,1996).

Apartment walls of the Gayu longhouse are made of tetiak (bamboo which is cut lengthways
and rolled flat) and, to my knowledge, there were no holes in the walls that allowed people
to peer into the next apartment. Therefore, the gaze of neighbours was upon people outside
their apartments rather than within them. Within the ramin (a longhouse apartment) tetiak
blocks out the neighbours from sight but sound carries clearly across the longhouse (see
plates 15 & 16).4

On visits to the longhouse, I discovered that the spatial layout and the building fabric
combined to limit the kinds of activity that might go unnoticed. Within the ramin one is
surrounded by kin, and outside on the awah (the covered section of the longhouse veranda)
the space is subject to the scrutiny of both neighbours and passers by.

Unless the ramin is located at the end of the longhouse, it will share two interior walls with

neighbours. Helliwell (1993, 1996) remarked on the permeable nature of Gerai longhouse
walls and of how people held conversations across households while remaining inside,

creating a general cacophony in the sociable hours of the evening. There are no longer
enough people living next to each other in the Gayu longhouse to produce anything near a

'cacophony', however I was surprised by how little soundproofing was given by tetiak walls.
On a visit to the longhouse one evening, during a quiet conversation, my friend and I were

interrupted by a voice from the neighbouring ramin asking if my friend could spare some

chillies. The voice was modulated at normal speaking pitch but carried as clearly as if she
was in the same room.

Just as there were rules attached to looking into neighbouring apartments in a Gerai

longhouse (Helliwell 1993: 56-57), so too is the case as regards listening to what is going on

behind shared walls in Gayu. After my experience of the woman who borrowed chillies in
the longhouse, I asked those who had moved to roadside houses if the lack of privacy in the

longhouse had been a factor in their move. They said that it had not necessarily been the case

although they felt that living beside the road left them less prone to being gossiped about. As

4
Geddes, however, describes the Mentu Tapuh longhouses thus: 'Generally, the living-rooms are

completely separated from one another by the internal wall, although there may be a plank missing
from this, or a section lower than the rest, which will permit neighbours to call to one another or, in
few cases, to look into one another's rooms or even to enter them (1954: 34).
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THE LONGHOUSE, KAMPUNG GAYU

PLATE 16

TWO LITTLE GIRLS PERCHED ON THE ATTIC LADDER,
TTT/A/C WALLS BEHIND THEM



one person put it, "I know that you can hear everything that goes on in the next ramin — but
it never seemed to matter when I lived there." When I pursued this it was explained that
although people hear each other, they do not actually listen: and that is the crucial difference.
Noises out of the ordinary would catch someone's attention and draw them to listening to
what was going on next door. This could range from voices raised in argument, the
prolonged cries of a child or any other signs of distress.

If voices were raised in anger for too long, it would be regarded as perfectly legitimate to
listen and perhaps intervene in some way. This is because if a person or group of people
should disturb the peace of their neighbours, then they are liable to be fined by the Tua

Kampung. In 1997 this amounted to around RM50: an amount that could represent as much
as the income from three to four day's labour in the oil palm development scheme,
furthermore, an offence that disturbs the harmony of relationships also causes an imbalance
between the worlds of the spirits and humans. Noeb writes, 'It is because of the latter that all
offences must be fined in order to appease the supernatural, to restore the balance and to

avert any spiritual displeasure' (1992: 7).

It is clear that respecting the peace of the neighbourhood is important when such a high

price is placed on the sanctions for breaking it. Respect for the privacy of others is a little
more difficult to pin down, however. Although it would not be considered polite to

eavesdrop on conversations, within a ramin the only way of preventing this is through the
disapproval of fellow occupants. This brings me to the next point regarding the surveillance
of others.

Surveillance works because of the tendency not to do things alone. Those who live alone are

more or less forced into this by particular circumstances. For instance, I know several
widows who live alone for most of the time: their children visit from boarding school once a

fortnight; or come home either at weekends or once a month if they work in town. When
their children marry, one of them will probably move in with their mother to take care of her
and give her company. In most Gayu houses, however, people are surrounded by kin.

In the longhouse, there is no place to hide. The ramin is one continuous, open space where
those who live there might wander in and out of during the day. In the evening most of the
household would be gathered indoors chatting, eating, and watching television. Only noises

heralding something untoward from the neighbours would rise above the general buzz of an

extended family. On the azvah (the covered part of the longhouse veranda) the neighbourly
gaze is unblocked for a good length of the longhouse, and where the terracing becomes high
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enough to block the view higher up, there are other pairs of eyes at hand. Only with the
greatest difficulty and subterfuge could someone leave the longhouse without being
noticed.5

Although this discussion centres on discipline and surveillance, however, these terms could
be slightly misleading. There is no doubt in my mind that people are constrained in their
actions by the knowledge that their behaviour is probably under observation by neighbours,
but this includes both a willingness and obligation to give support and conversation when

appropriate. In fact, the atmosphere in and around the longhouse is relaxed and sociable.
Indeed Helliwell also observes that although mutual surveillance helps to enforce 'sharing'
and censure undesirable behaviour; flowing between the walls is also companionship, advice
and sympathy (1996: 142-143).

One of the things that people miss about the longhouse once they move to single houses by
the roadside is the easy companionship offered by longhouse living. One woman told me (as
the rain poured down outside her detached, roadside house) that even in weather like that
she could still go out visiting. She could walk along an entire longhouse without getting wet

by staying under the awah. Then there was always the possibility of sitting outside chatting
to neighbours while they worked, in contrast to the isolation of the houses by the road.

Another cause for nostalgia was the way that they used to share the supervision of children

playing on the tanju (the uncovered section of the veranda) whereas now the children could

easily roam out of sight of adult eyes. A few people also told me, however, that the

longhouse was dangerous for small children because of the height off the ground and the
lack of safety rails at the edge of the tanju. Since parents could easily see the children from
the awah, and since there would be several pairs of eyes watching them as they played, this
must have minimised the risk to over adventurous infants.

Although the longhouse is architecturally suited to mutual observation, it is not experienced
as menacing or constricting in any way because of its collective nature. The longhouse (or at
least the awah and tanju where public scrutiny is possible) is designed in a linear fashion so

that not one particular point in the structure is privileged over another: everyone is equally
observable. Interestingly enough, this links in to what has been written elsewhere in Borneo

5 One possibility would be to somehow climb down through the rear window — which in Gayu is
obscured by trees. A long rope would be required since there is a drop of as much as thirty feet at the
highest point. A more likely way of escaping unnoticed would be to climb down through the trapdoor
which leads to the chicken coop (ubangpasar) under the longhouse. In either case, going to these
lengths would surely indicate that something untoward was afoot.
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of the 'egalitarian' nature of Dayak societies.

The Bidayuh longhouse cannot be 'read' for differences of status. In contrast to this, Orang
Ulu peoples such as the Kenyah, Kelabit and Kayan, use design as a status marker in their

longhouses. The position of apartments in the overall structure and the external designs on

the walls are indications of a family's place in the local hierarchy (see Waterson 1993:147-
150). Whereas external features of Kayan and Kelabit longhouses reflect the ranking system
of their occupants, Iban and Bidayuh longhouses, undifferentiated as individual apartments

are, reflect only sameness — that which has rather contentiously been called 'egalitarianism'
— as I discussed in the previous chapter.

Objects displayed within a ramin, however, may provide signs of affluence that can be

weighed up beside the items on display in a neighbouring apartment (see also Winzeler
1998: 99-100). Today, those who remain in the longhouse are (I was told) people who have
not enough money to be able to construct a new house by the roadside so they are in similar
economic positions to each other. In the past, however, signs of affluence in individual ramin
were such things as gongs, cannon and ancient Chinese jars.

Apart from signs of affluence or its lack, the longhouse can also be read for information
about the process of conversion. I illustrate this by looking at both the symbolic and physical

space occupied by padi within the longhouse and comparing it to its place within the new,

detached houses. As Waterson remarks, 'Architecture involves not just the provision of
shelter from the elements, but the creation of a social and symbolic space — a space which
both mirrors and moulds the world view of its creators and inhabitants' (1993: xv).

Housing the padi

Padi is stored inside the family apartment of the longhouse, known as a ramin. Like the Iban
bilek, the ramin is also synonymous with a 'corporate group', the head of which is known as

the pun ramin (as opposed to the Iban pun bilek).6 The interior of the ramin, although one

continuous space (apart from the enclosed toilet beside the door), is divided into named
sections (see fig. 3).7

6 See Freeman 1992 [1955].
7

For a description of Bidayuh longhouses of the Bau Singghi area, see Noeb (1992).
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Fig. 3: The longhouse ramin
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These names are commonly used as descriptors for the particular spatial areas. Each of these
are demarcated by stringers holding in place floor mats. The spatial divisions separate both
people and things into their appropriate places, which, as far as people are concerned, also

corresponds to the use of teknonyms. Teknonyms usually follow the rule of generational
term followed by the name of the eldest child or grandchild irrespective of gender. For
instance, if the eldest child in a ramin was named Vernancio, then terms of address in this

case would be Sindo' Vernancio (Mother of Vernancio); Sama Vernancio (Father of

Vernancio); Teyung Vernancio (Grandmother of Vernancio); and Babai Vernancio

(Grandfather of Vernancio).8 In this ramin, Vernancio's parents and the youngest children
would sleep in the arun, the teenage boys would sleep outside on the renggah awah,
adolescent girls would sleep on the padung, and the grandparents sleep on the ka 'us.

Visitors to the ramin are invited to sit on the ka'us to socialise and anyone who stays

overnight sleeps on the padung (when, presumably, the girls would retire to the arun). In the

past, the headhouses or panggah were the places where young unmarried men and male
visitors slept although this has not been the case since the 1970s. Today the panggah stand
derelict. Where once there were three, now one has almost entirely disappeared, with only a

few posts marking the place where it once stood; one stands intact at the end of the

longhouse where the tanju is so rotten that it is inadvisable to try to gain access; and the
other stands alone, the longhouse connecting to it long since disintegrated along with the

walkway or ladder leading up to it.

Usually the eldest child remains in the ramin on marriage and the other siblings marry out:
either moving into the ramin of their spouse or building a new ramin of their own. Sometimes
more than one married sibling live in the same ramin and in the rare event that they are still

living together when both couples have children, then an interesting arrangement takes
place in the sleeping spaces. Both young couples would occupy the arun with their children,
however the couple with the youngest child would claim the place next to the stuak. If
another baby was born to the couple sleeping furthest from the stuak, then they would
change places so that the youngest child of the ramin is always located next to the most
sacred place in the sleeping area.

The stuak is a shelved area that houses the tajaw (large earthenware jars) filled with padi
seed. Above this is another shelved area called the tenuh ramah where the equipment

8 See Geddes (1954: 17-18) on the use ofteknonymy in Mentu Tapuh. See also Geertz and Geertz
(1964) on teknonymy in Bali.
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associated with rituals may be stored. Clearly, these two areas are highly significant to those
who practice Adat Gawai. For instance, when the dukun padi moved out of the longhouse, he
transported the contents of the stuak and tenuh ramah (including the wood which shelved the
tajaw) to his new house and set it up in exactly the same way.

The significance of the sleeping arrangements are that the youngest child remains in close
proximity to the other 'children' of the house: namely the padi seed, stored ready for the next

planting season. The stuak is where household rituals take place: such as Gawai Man Tubi
Ba'uh, which marks the eating of the new rice, and blesses the occupants of the ramin. At the
one I attended, the prayers and chicken sacrifice were performed facing the stuak and first
the children and then the adults of the ramin were blessed with the first of the cooked, newly
harvested rice on the arun, beside the stuak.

The hearth is also significant in that it is the place where meals are cooked — most

significantly rice — and it is the place where the newborns' placentas were buried. Childbirth
took place on the arun, beside the stuak, and the placenta was placed among the ashes in the
hearth under the warming stone (tekuh).9 The warming stone was used in the postpartum

period to warm the abdomen of the new mother in order to 'dry up the blood'.

Today most births take place in the government clinic at Teng Bukap and plastic bottles
filled with warm water are favoured over the warming stone. Placentas are now buried
under the ramin (for raised houses) or somewhere outside, close to the house, rather than in

the abuh. This is because after the parents bury the placenta in the abuh, a dukun must

perform a ritual before they can clear the ash from the hearth and most (if not all) newborn
are to Catholic parents.10

Each ramin also has an attic (renggah) that usually stretches from above the ka'us to the door.
A notched wood log (tenguah) provides access to the attic space and is usually stored above
the ka 'us when not in use. The attic may contain a range of items including general
household paraphernalia such as empty food tins; agricultural equipment; the various
baskets associated with padi farming; and, in most cases, the padi store (kerabak).n

9 The small metal tripod that cooking pots are rested on in the fire are also called tekuh.
10 Gawai Muta Pesid(literally to break the placenta) is performed during the harvest festival, Gawai
Sawah. After the ritual, the ash is cleared from the hearth and thrown on to the awah (the covered
section of the longhouse veranda).
" To my knowledge only one ramin had moved their padi store to a small hut built on the tanju. This
contrasts with the Serian District where padi stores on the tanju are the norm (Grijpstra 1976: 66).
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This illustrates that over the years, the movement of people around or across the ramin is
linked to the use of teknonyms. Spatial analysis quite literally throws up the separation of
generations into different areas of the ramin and the use of teknonymy is a verbalisation of
age hierarchy. Another issue central to the analysis of the ramin, however, is the

interrelationship between people and padi.

Hildred and Clifford Geertz wrote of teknonymy in Bali, 'a man sees himself... producing
structure below him rather than emerging from it above him' (1975: 91) and one might
consider the same to be true of the use of teknonymy in Kampung Gayu. Furthermore, when

examining this 'structure' from within the ramin, it is apparent that the children of the house
are living symbols of both the fertility and the continuity of the household. The other
'children' of the house, however, are stored carefully in the kerabak in the attic and in the

tajaw in the stuak. The padi in a ramin is perhaps the single most central possession that

represents past, present and future all at the same time.

Particularly the padi in the stuak, stored safely in the ancient jars that are handed down

through the generations, can be regarded as the focus of a household. As padi it is the food
of the present that sustains those who live in the same house; as seed it represents both
future harvests and the nurturing of the ancestors, who passed the seed down through the

generations. Padi then, is the past present and future of those who share in its production.

As I discussed in the previous chapter, people and padi are mutually constitutive: in earlier
times, the majority of a person's working life was devoted to the nurturing of padi, and as a

daily staple, rice sustains and constitutes a person (see Carsten 1991,1995b, 1997). The layout
of the ramin mirrors the strong associations between padi and persons, illustrating the

centrality of rice in actual as well as symbolic terms. The conjugal couple with the youngest
child sleep next to the padi seed stored in the stuak; directly above them, in the centre of the
attic is the padi store; and at their feet is the hearth where the husked rice (barns) is cooked.12

Marriage is a time when the association between padi, people and the houses that they live
in come to the fore. In the past in Kampung Gayu, there was a simple ceremony to mark the
occasion that involved linking together two strains of padi. When my neighbour got married,

12
In an analysis of gendered space within the Iban longhouse, Mashman considers both the horizontal

and vertical axis, and concludes that the loft space with its rice bin is female space (n.d.: 254-255).
Although there is not room to develop the theme of gender here, I would argue that padi brings
together male and female in its production and therefore the space is better regarded as illustrating
gender complementarity: as is a common theme in the literature on gender in Southeast Asia (see
Errington 1990).
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she said that she brought to her husband's ramin a sleeping mat and blankets carried in a

padi harvesting basket (karang); a large parang called bukua'; four gantang of haras (husked
rice); and four ta 'ah (large harvesting baskets) of padi. On reflection, she said that the parang

stood for work or earning a living, barns was for eating and the padi was, of course, for
planting.

The padi, mixed with other seed in the ramin then embodies the reproductive power of the
new relationship: when the first harvest of the mixed seed is brought back to the ramin it

brings with it the sustenance of the next generation. As I discussed in the previous chapter,
padi is talked about in similar terms to children, and when the children of the marriage are

born, they too embody the union of the conjugal couple. Furthermore, the children are

sustained by the padi that was also born of the union of the two ramin. On a similar point
Carsten writes, 'The birth of grandchildren creates kinship between grandparents — kinship
in the past, and it unites houses in the present' (1995c: 119). In this way, the ramin

incorporates affines and, through the sharing of rice cooked on the one hearth, the difference
between affines and consanguines is minimised (see Carsten 1991,1995b, 1995c, 1997).

During nuruk, when I sowed the seed from one farm into another, essentially what I did

wrong was to mix two ramin together. It was like marrying the farms without the human

relationship that accompanies this — even more crucially, without the possibility of

reproducing the ramin through its children — effectively making it barren. It is no wonder
that the farmer on whose field I had trespassed could fall ill because of my actions.

While the padi sustains and indeed recreates those who dwell in the same ramin, the ramin is

synonymous with those who live within it. In a similar way, the ramin betang or longhouse
acts as a metonym for the wider community. In moving from longhouses to short houses,
therefore, something extremely significant was taking place. In the beginning, this movement
caused turmoil. Moving out was a statement of rejection: either people were banished for
undesirable behaviour or they themselves elected to move out because they wished to create
distance between themselves and neighbours. The distance was not about physical space but
was more to do with being recognisably different. Grijipstra writes of people using detached
houses in Mentu Tapuh as a badge of Christianity, as a means of showing that they were not
followers of the 'traditional' religion although not everyone who lived in detached houses
were Christian (1976: 65), and this is also true of Kampung Gayu.

Christianity was not incompatible with life in the longhouse, but up until around ten or

fifteen years ago, the longhouse was very much under the control of the nyamba gaivai. This
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meant that village wide peris had to be observed by everyone who lived in the longhouse
irrespective of religion. Similarly, those who farmed in large rataw that included dukun or

followers of Adat Gawai were also obliged to respect the peris time of neighbouring farms and
not break the prohibition on entering them after certain rituals. So breaking away from the
longhouse was an overt sign that the family in question were also breaking away from the
discipline imposed by the elderly; that they were no longer willing to be bound together as

before; and this was reflected in the fabric of the longhouse itself. Unoccupied ramin
gradually became derelict: sometimes parts of the apartment were dismantled and the

building materials used elsewhere. The longhouse was fragmented, mirroring what had
happened to the community.

As one might expect, however, although there was fragmentation and, spatially at least, not

quite the same level of intimacy between the detached houses, the short houses were still
ramin\ together they formed the kampung. Sociality and exchanges between houses carried on

as before to unite them within a 'phantom longhouse'.13

Moving out of the longhouse was, just like conversion to Christianity, bound up with a

number of things. It was an interrelated complex of religious change; changes in authority
structures; new work and economy; 'modernity' and a re-production of locality.

Moving Out

Babai Helman said that he would never leave the longhouse while there was breath in his

body. Although his neighbours had long since departed from his section and the veranda
was becoming ever more precarious underfoot, he intended to stay on. The tanju directly in
front of their apartment was well maintained but the rest was badly deteriorated. They had
placed planks of wood over the beams to form a safe path and it was unlikely that the rotten
bamboo on either side could support even their youngest grandchildren.

I was away from the village for New Year and when I returned I heard the news: Babai
Helman and his family had moved to a concrete house beside the road. I knew that the
younger members of his household had been building a house but assumed that they would
move, leaving the older couple behind in the longhouse. It seemed that the pressure to
remain together, coupled with the appalling, and now dangerous state of the tanju had
combined to make staying on in the longhouse untenable. Maintaining such a long stretch of
veranda was too much of a burden for the elderly couple to manage alone. It was not just the

13 The image is borrowed from Carsten (1995c) who writes of the community in Langkawi as an
'expanded house' or 'phantom house'.
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bamboo that needed replacing, but some of the hardwood beams too were in need of repair
or replacement.

Babai Helman came to visit me soon after I returned to Gayu. He was on his way back from
the farm and popped in to invite me to another Gaivai. We had a hot drink together and
shouted at each other over the roar of the monsoon rain on the corrugated iron roof. I knew
how painful the move from the longhouse must have been so I said nothing, but when he
left, I could not help thinking that he had aged over the few weeks since I had seen him last.

I returned his visit a week or so later. The new house still needed a lot of work. The walls

and roof were sound but the windows had sheets of plastic stretched across them and the
interior was bare of paint. There was a square-shaped living room area with two bedrooms
off one side —- as yet with no doors. There was a kitchen and bathroom to the rear of the
house although they had not yet installed the toilet. For the moment, there was a little hut
over a pit latrine outside.

The living room was devoid of furniture save for a small table with a television on it. Half of
the cement floor was covered with linoleum and we sat on the covered area sipping sweet
tea and eating durian. He looked very sad when I asked him about the new house. He said
that there had not really been much choice but to move since the longhouse had been falling
apart and no-one had wanted to fix it. He said that they had not completely moved yet
because they were still building another house beside this one.

On my next visit, Babai Helman led me around the side of the concrete house where I was

astonished to see a small replica of the longhouse. It was one ramin complete with awah and
tanju made of split bamboo laid over hardwood beams. The roof was corrugated iron, and
the walls were of tetiak, the rolled out bamboo material used in the longhouse. They had

designed the interior in exactly the same way as their longhouse apartment, except that it
was a little shorter than their last ramin.

Teyung Helman appeared from inside and invited me in. I was glad to see that they both
looked a lot happier than the last time that I had visited. They had brought some parts of the
old house with them and they proudly showed me the new stuak, constructed from the
timber of the old one, housing the same tajaw that had been in the longhouse. They had also
reconstructed the attic, although it was some time before I had the occasion (and the
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invitation) to venture there.14

They spent much of their evenings in the concrete house since the television was there and

they had the company of the other family members. They would eat together on the floor of
the concrete house, but when they performed a house ritual, it would always take place in
the little ramin. Similarly, when they hosted the celebratory meal for Gawai Man Tubi Ba'uh
(the ritual marking the eating of the new rice), the guests came to eat in the elderly couple's
house.

One evening when I visited them, they were sitting in the concrete house together, alone in
the living room. 'The Back Street Boys' blared from a tape recorder that belonged to one of
the younger members of the family. The tape recorder and music had been around in the

longhouse too, but it had never seemed quite so intrusive before. There was something awful
about the way that the music appropriated the entire space of the room, in the way that
sound does in a room without furniture. The longhouse had people and objects to help soak

up the sound — here there was only emptiness.

By the time that Gawai Sawah (the harvest festival) had come round, the concrete house was

well appointed. The windows and doors were finished and the living room now sported a

three piece suite and coffee table. There were brightly patterned floral prints adorning the
windows, a clock on the wall and some photos (among them a framed picture I had given
them of the three of us in the longhouse). There were also some religious pictures of Mary
and Jesus and a cross on the wall.

It was evident that although the elderly couple now lived separately in terms of where they
stored their possessions and where they slept, they were still part of the household of those
who slept in the concrete house. They ate together, sat together in the evenings and
entertained their guests together in the concrete house. Through adapting to the new

situation, Babai and Teyung Helman made the transition much less painful than it might
have been if they had continued to sit miserably on the cold hard floor with the sounds of
'The Back Street Boys' washing over them.

'If people construct houses and make them in their own image, so also do they use these
houses and house-images to construct themselves as individuals and as groups' (Carsten &

Hugh-Jones 1995: 3). Babai and Teyung Helman, by reconstructing their longhouse ramin,

l4The attic is the most 'private' part of the longhouse and Noeb (1992) warns that asking to view the
attic is considered extremely rude.
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were making a public statement about their identity. Reading the house images, it is clear
that the elderly couple wished to display their continued attachment to what the younger

members of the family had left behind. The concrete house clearly showed that those who
lived in it were Catholic, the signs being the Christian pictures and crucifix in the living
room. In other concrete houses, there are also clearly visible icons of Christianity. Even if the
house should contain those who still practice Adat Gawai, the very fact that they display icons
in the living area shows that Christianity has moved to the centre. There are no new houses
where everyone still practices Adat Gawai: a strong indication that the house form itself has a

significance that goes beyond mere practicalities.

Christianity having moved to the 'centre' or living area of the house is an indication of the

changing authority structures within the village. Whereas in the past the dukun were

influential in village affairs, today those who lead the village are literate, and display

comparative wealth in their concrete houses complete with icons of Christianity.

This has been mirrored in the Pacific, where those with a claim to a chiefly title are today

regarded as being more credible contenders if they live in a concrete house rather than a

small, thatched one (Rensel 1997: 50). Furthermore, whereas in the past, social value was

linked to being a good food provider, now social value is linked to the kind of house that one

has.

Rotumans who are long-term residents on the island, and are aware of the social
histories of buildings, are more likely to distinguish between merely having a nice
house and having done the work to procure the materials and build one. Not taken in by
appearances, those who know whose work is represented can judge houses much as
they evaluate food production and contributions (original emphasis, Rensel 1997: 51).

While crucifixes, religious prints, and sometimes little family altars take pride of place in the

living area of the short houses in Kampung Gayu, padi is stored in a seemingly random
manner. Some houses display tajaw in the living room, while others store them in little huts
at the back of the house. Padi stores too are now often located outside the house in a little

storage hut, although some people store padi upstairs if they have a two-storey house. There
is no pattern to this whether there are elderly relatives who still practice Adat Gawai in the
house or not. Babai and Teyung Helman were therefore an exception: it was their farm, they
did the majority of the work (albeit with some assistance from their daughters and other
relatives), and the rice that they produced, although shared with the younger members of
the family who lived in the concrete house, was housed in the attic of their little one ramin
replica of the longhouse. It should be noted, however, that this couple were both practicing
dukun. Furthermore, Babai Helman, in his capacity as a dukun padi was also known as the Tua
Gawai — the head of those who practiced Adat Gawai.
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Babai Helman and his wife were therefore making a stand in their little ramin. The other

nyamba gawai looked to them for leadership and continuity. In this uncertain world where
the previous Tun Gawai and one time Tua Kampung had become Christian under the urging
of his children; where their children and grandchildren were converting to Christianity in
large numbers; where nobody was interested in learning the arts of the dukun; it seemed that

they were under siege. Babai Helman, much loved by the nyamba gawai and Christians alike,
was an extraordinary character who acted as a buffer between the two religions. His

intelligence and adaptability in the face of change allowed him to demonstrate that

maintaining the 'traditional' way of life in terms of farming padi, living in the longhouse and
practicing as a dukun was not all or nothing.

His actions demonstrated that one could be a swidden farmer, a dukun, and yet cope with the
flow between the old and the new. After all, he and his wife might have represented the 'old

ways', but this did not preclude change and compromise. It seemed more appropriate to see

them sitting in the concrete house listening to my recordings of the farm prayers on their
son's ghetto blaster rather than being subjected to the 'Backstreet Boys' — but it was a ghetto
blaster nonetheless. Their farm may have been steeped in rituals and techniques passed
down through many generations, but they were not averse to experimenting with modern

developments such as the use of herbicides and pesticides. In short, they showed that they
were just as reactive and dynamic as the Christians who considered themselves thoroughly
'modern'.

Building their own ramin, then, showed the world that they had tried the concrete house and
it was not for them. Furthermore, it showed that even at a time when authority and influence
had passed down to the younger generation, the elderly too could still have agency. More
than anything else, however, it was a compromise that allowed this particular longhouse
ramin continuity, with the minimum of tension for all involved. On the face of it, one ramin
had split in two — but on closer inspection, this split was simply a spatial affair — the idea of
the ramin as a single entity had not been ruptured. The unity of the two house forms was

brought together by the padi grown by the elderly couple, stored in their house, and eaten

together as a family in the concrete house. In this instance, padi may have shifted to the
periphery of the younger household economy, and was not housed within the concrete
walls, but it remained as the one thing that brought together the family through the daily

sharing together of the rice meals.

The flexibility with which Adat Gazvai was practiced in Kampung Gayu was perhaps one of
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the main reasons why they had managed to continue for very much longer than some of the

neighbouring villages.15 Babai and Teyung Helman and their colleagues saw the writing on

the wall a long time ago. So rather than oppose all attempts at conversion and earning
themselves the resentment of the majority of the population in the process, instead they
understood that it was better to step back and let the younger people make their own

decisions. As far as they were concerned, religion was not about salvation or redemption or

any of those things usually associated with Christian conversion, but it was another kind of
adat — a new way of living.

The new, detached houses were icons of modernity — furthermore, they had more space in
which to display consumer goods and signify that their occupants were truly modern. Music

systems, three piece suites, coffee tables, display cabinets bulging with sports trophies and
framed photographs — all have a place in the new living areas.

Moving out of the longhouse was not necessarily brought on by everyone wanting to get

away from each other, or, indeed from longhouse life. In fact some people told me that they
decided to move to their new houses simply because other people had already left and that
their section of the longhouse was empty and lonely. They moved to be nearer other people.
Again it was about doing things together: once a few members of the community had moved
out who subsequently gained increasing influence in village affairs, others began to follow.
Once the movement had reached certain proportions, the tide turned in favour of moving in
order to be the same as other people.

This movement was, like conversion to Catholicism itself, linked to the local economy. Just as

work and ritual became distinct, enabling the conceptual space for Christianity to creep in, a

changing economy was implicated in the move from longhouses to short houses. The boom
in pepper prices brought a sudden influx of cash into Kampung Gayu and this made it

possible for the majority of families to gain the money necessary for building the new

houses.

There is no doubt that more easily recognised differences in income came along with wage

labour. Clearly, those who lived in small, two-roomed wooden houses with attap roofs were

not as financially sound as those who had walls of concrete, louvered windows, garden
fences and brightly coloured corrugated iron roofs. Where Helliwell (1993, 1996) argues that
moving out of the Gerai longhouse was precipitated by a desire to avoid 'sharing', however,

15
Kipp and Rodgers (1987) make the point that not only do 'traditional' religions have an influence on

the way that 'world religions' are practiced, but the reverse is also true.
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in Kampung Gayu this was not the case. Through sharing, one is able to boost one's position
within the community — it is a significant means by which the idea of the longhouse is
reconstituted. The phantom longhouse is created through the invisible threads of sociality
that bind the short houses in a web of sharing and interactions that minimise the physical
distance between them.16

Webs of significance

[M]an is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun....
(Geertz 1993: 5).

The kampung is as much an idea as a built environment, and to use Geertz' imagery (other
than he intended), it is created and maintained through the webs of sociality that take part
within it. The movement from longhouse to short houses says a lot about the re-creation of

kampung space, which in turn can be regarded as the re-production of locality. The various
forms of social change are writ large in the process of this re-production so that the building
of short houses (and indeed more obvious structures such as the church) comes to represent

religious change, the influx of cash into the local economy, and the localising of global

processes of modernity.

Anthropologists have examined the introduction of new forms of architecture elsewhere in
the world in terms of something imposed by colonial regimes and / or the missionary
encounter (see Mitchell 1988; Commaroff and Commaroff 1991; Whitehouse 1995, 1998). In

post-colonial Indonesia, this was certainly true. The New Order government was opposed to

longhouse living, pronouncing them to be primitive, insanitary and as a form of 'communal'
dwelling, they were also regarded as encouraging sexual promiscuity (see Drake 1998; King
1985: 78; Laway 1998; Winzeler 1998: 105). An interesting twist on this negative view of
vernacular architecture is that, more recently, the Indonesian government has recognised the
value of longhouses for the tourist industry (Drake 1998).

In contrast to the above, Winzeler notes that in Sarawak, the Brookes and British as well as

the post-independence Malaysian government, had policies of non-interference as far as

longhouses were concerned (ibid.: 102-103). Today there are interesting tensions raised
between tourists and longhouse hosts as far as representations of 'authentic' architecture are

concerned (Kruse 1998).

16
Similarly, Carsten writes of a 'phantom house' that is symbolic of the community in a Malay

kampung (1987: 166), although she emphasises that through kenduri (communal feasts), 'The shadow
house of the community is both analogous and opposed to the real house of the village' (ibid.: 167).
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In Kampung Gayu, however, the influences on house form were an eclectic mix that could
not readily be pinned on colonial regimes, missionary encounters or the independent state

government. By the time that most people moved out of the longhouse in the 1990s, the
Brookes were a dim and distant memory, the overseas missionaries had been replaced by
Malaysian priests, and the most dominant influence on people's lives were the images that
seeped into the longhouse via televisions; magazine pictures or, closer at hand, in the house

styles of those who lived in the towns.

Television brings images from all over the world of (predominantly) concrete or brick houses
of the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom. Indonesian and Malay language
films, sitcoms and soap operas are also beamed in on a regular basis, showing people either
living in villages (in Malay style, wooden houses on stilts) or in city suburbia. The latter

readily capture the imagination, since these programs are driven by plots that have
resonance for young people living in the kampungs. For instance, they often include the
scenario of a young, innocent (usually female) village person who arrives alone in the big,
bad city and subsequently undergoes a variety of trials and tribulations. The heroine is

usually rescued — either by marriage to a wealthy young man who will provide a large
concrete house for her, or by a kindly older woman who promptly tries to pack her off back
to the safety of the kampung.

While the popularity of Western films cannot be underestimated, Dallas and Neighbours are

viewed more as an entertaining glimpse of what the Belanda get up to rather than offering
either an attainable or desirable alternative to life in the longhouse. For this reason, the new

house forms that are adopted today in Kampung Gayu are not readily linked to colonial,
state or other forms of power, but rather are the bricolage that is the result of taking all that is

global, throwing it into a pot, and stirring in a heavy dose of all that comes to hand by way

of 'local' (Malaysian) building styles, techniques and materials. The resulting house form is
therefore not a visible representation of colonial, state (or Malay) hegemony, but is simply
'the local' engaging with 'the global', and re-producing the locality in the process.17 Similarly,
on changing house forms in Madagascar, Thomas writes:

[T]hrough building houses with cement and sheet-metal, Manambondro's urban
migrants were in part engaged in appropriating materials from the global flow of
commodities for use in their projects of making and remaking place (1998: 427).

Unless one sees the longhouse, which is still a signal of 'Bidayuhness', one cannot tell what

17
Nas, writing of house form in Indonesia, argues that while colonisers attempted to influence

indigenous architecture, colonial architecture at the same time became a hybrid of Dutch and
Indonesian house forms (1998: 349). On a similar point related to housing in the Pacific, see Rodman
(1997: 227).
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kind of village this is any more — like many other kampungs in Sarawak today.

Although the longhouse is nearly deserted and the kampung is fragmented into detached
dwellings, in this re-production of the locality some things remain fundamentally
unchanged. The longhouse may be in its death throes, but its spirit lives on as the webs of
sociality that extend throughout the village, connecting people together. It is clear that along
these paths of connectedness, mutual aid and the sharing of food and other items travels. It
is through this 'sharing' that the phantom longhouse is constructed and maintained.

Communal feasts bring people together to share rice along with ritual, as I discuss in the
following chapter, however on a daily basis other foodstuffs are on the move between
houses. As I learnt to join in these exchanges with my own neighbours, it became clear that

by sharing food we minimised the distance between our houses. The cooking smells would
waft from next door's kitchen, and before long a small bowl of whatever was being cooked
would be brought to me by one of the daughters of the house. One day they would pass me

some tempoyak (fermented durian fruit), the next I would send Ruth next door with some

cuttlefish that I knew my neighbour was partial to. This sharing of cooked food was a

common, neighbourly thing to do, and one could imagine bowls of cooked food travelling
between houses throughout Kampung Gayu, connecting the short houses together in a web
of reciprocity.

While dishes might travel only to immediate neighbours, labour is exchanged between
houses at opposite ends of the village, thereby creating further ties that weave the short
houses together. There is the labour exchange between households such as pingiris

performed in the farms for labour intensive tasks. Gotong royong ('community work') projects
also brought together one member from almost every household in the kampung. These

projects ranged from cutting the grass on the football field, to building houses (for instance
for a family whose house had burned down). The main thing was that they were organised
at the village level and were usually projects that benefited all. Some households, however,
did not give their own labour to the village, instead paying someone else to stand in for
them. This was a means of appearing 'community-minded' through sharing in community

obligations while at the same time boosting prestige by displaying that they could buy
someone else's labour.

Although the permeable walls of the Gerai longhouse might facilitate the surveillance of
neighbours (Helliwell 1993, 1996), processes of observation are also at work in the detached
houses. I realised this one evening when visiting someone, and a young man of the house
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returned home carrying a large jungle rat, which he immediately began to prepare for the
pot. Since I was about to leave, I declined the invitation to stay and share the meal, however
at this point neighbours began to arrive to join in the feast. Someone had seen the young man

return home carrying the rat, and word soon spread. Clearly, sharing the spoils of the hunt
was the usual thing to do.

Another means by which sharing comes about is through the donations of money into village
and church funds, or through mutual aid in times of crisis. One such time was when one of
the houses burned down in Kampung Gayu. This resulted in a community effort to rehouse
the affected family as soon as possible. It began with an announcement in the church, calling
for everyone to donate what they could in the way of household goods, clothes, building
materials and labour. Within a few weeks, a new house had been built.

Everyone also donated money each week in the church. It was clear, however, that donating

money was not simply an altruistic activity without any hidden motive. This is also
manifested during fundraising events when generous donations by particularly well off
members of the community bask quietly in the approval of their neighbours, gaining social
value in the process.

Giving in the church, however, is the most regular means by which money takes a central
role in the production of a subtle form of hierarchy within the kampung. At the end of each
church gathering, one of the prayer leaders, wielding a small sack dangling from a long pole,
took the collection. He presented the sack to everyone in the congregation in turn and most

people threw coins into the bag as it paused in front of them. My teenaged neighbours
would throw in some coins even if they were sitting next to their mother who also
contributed, so it was very much a collective sharing of currency. I often glanced into the bag
out of curiosity and there was always a single RM10 bill sitting amongst the small coins. I
also was aware, as were others who also glanced into the bag, where the money had come

from.

I too would usually donate a few ringgit (Malaysian dollars or RM) but never as much as the
RM10 so as not to challenge this person's claim to the greatest generosity. Similarly, it was

well known who donated what for fundraising events within the village and those who gave

were able to appear generous and altruistic while still gaining a certain social standing. It
should be said, however, that the parties concerned were not necessarily doing this in a

conscious way: it was expected of them because they were wealthier members of the
community, but it was nevertheless a consequence of their actions as generous donors to
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church or village affairs.

Money gathered into the church funds was used to maintain the church, pay for prayer

leader training and other related church business (including a donation to the parish for the
priests' salaries). There was also a fund administered by the Tua Kampung and the village
committee, which paid for such things as the construction and maintenance of the village
hall (balai raya), the village generator and other communal property.

By donating money to the church or adding to village funds in some way, money was

redistributed to a minor extent, spreading the benefit around the village. Sharing food and
labour, however, were (and still are) extremely effective means by which ties between the
short houses remain strong and firmly connected. While moving from the longhouse reflects
the move away from Adat Gawai towards Christianity and 'modernity'; reflecting the shift of

padi from the centre towards the periphery of most people's lives, it is also clear that the

rupture with the built form of the longhouse is minimised by the exchanges and interactions
that connect the households together. While the longhouse is reconstructed as an idea, this is

analogous to the process of conversion. As the following chapter illustrates, ritual is another
form of sociality that reconstitutes longhouse living.18 Although on the surface it may seem

very different to attend birthday or rosary prayers as opposed to the rituals of Adat Gawai,
again difference is minimised. The most obvious site for this continuity is, surprisingly
enough, given its move to the periphery of people's lives, the production and consumption of
rice.

18 Sather (1993), writing of Iban longhouses, shows how the independent family apartments (bilek) are
interconnected through the performance of collective ritual and this was also true of the longhouse in
Gayu in the days when everyone still followed Adat Gawai.
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Sacrifice and Sociality

The move from longhouses to 'short houses' in Kampung Gayu is a major outward sign of
quite radical change, associated as the latter are with the new religion of Catholicism and the
'urban' and 'rural' flow. The locality is transformed by the construction of short houses, into
one that is much more visibly engaged with global processes, and yet, as I illustrated in the
previous chapter, the idea of the longhouse and the lifeworld as it was, is reconstituted

through the exchanges that connect the community in a web of sociality. In this chapter I
examine the sharing of prayer and substance to show that, as with the houses, the lifeworld
retains many continuities through processes of indigenisation and the incorporation of
difference.

Although rice has moved to the periphery of the domestic economy, it remains of huge
importance in daily life as both substance and symbol at one and the same time. Rice is the
source of continuity in all of the changes that have taken place: its production involves ritual
that displays the fluidity between Adat Gawai and Christianity; while the consumption of
rice at ritual feasts plays down the space between the new houses.

The consumption of rice during ritual feasts has even more significance, however, since it is

during this time that the boundary between sacred and profane in terms of both activity and

space becomes blurred. In this chapter I examine the feasts of Adat Gawai as an integral part
of the rituals themselves (see Bloch 1992; Detienne 1989; Gibson 1986; Sissa and Detienne

2000) while highlighting the everyday nature of the event in terms of behaviour. Eating, in
the context of Adat Gawai, is an intermediate category of action that brings together both
ritual and non-ritual activity; while it also breaks down the boundary between the sacred
and profane, the seen and the unseen worlds. This does not imply, however, that instead of
two fixed categories of action there are three: instead I argue that ways of acting in the
lifeworld flow between 'ritualised' and 'everyday' action.

I shall begin this chapter by returning to the padi farm and discussing farm ritual and the
meal that accompanies this. I explore these categories of action by examining both the ritual
and where the meal is located in this process. This leads to a discussion of power and

potency on the farm, which (following Tooker 1996) I argue is played out in a way that is
somewhat different to the writings of those who deal primarily with the traditional polities
of Southeast Asian centrist states (see Anderson 1972; Errington 1983, 1989, 1990; Geertz
1980; Gullick 1988; Keyes 1977; Tambiah 1976). Through a discussion of the ritual meal, I will
show how this provides a stage where relatedness (or perhaps, 'togetherness') is played out
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in a dramatic counterpoint to loss. The sharing of the rice meal includes a notion not only of
a sharing of the substance of gods, but also a sharing with gods. Since the meal is a core

aspect of the rituals of Adat Gawai then, following Bloch (1986), I examine the presence or

absence of a shared rice meal in the context of Catholic rituals to reveal both the continuities

and contrasts between the two forms of ritual.

I will first describe Gawai Taon Tekak: one of the rituals that I attended on a padi farm. This
ritual marks the end of the period of intensive weeding, performed when the padi is

'pregnant' (bite). I was informed that the ritual achieves a number of things: primarily it is a

ritual of cleansing or protection that drives off any malevolent influences that could harm
the padi; it also calls the simangi of the padi to the farm to ensure a bountiful harvest. Rather
than describing the minutiae of the ritual however, I will explore what the ritual is said to
achieve — since efficacy is the main thing that people focus on when asked about the

meanings of the rituals.1

Gawai Taon Tekak

By the end of January, the padi was tall. As we walked through the farm, we were barely
able to peer over the top of the padi. The land was transformed from the harsh, burnt and
blackened moonscape of planting time into rippling emerald hills.

When we arrived on the farm, Teyung Helman was in the farmhouse cooking rice in a large
iron pot on the fire. Babai Helman called me to the beri (the small shelter where the farm
ritual is performed) where he had already laid out some of the offerings before starting the
ritual. The gawai flag, a white cloth suspended from a long, slim frond of bamboo, waved in
the breeze to signal the ritual that was to take place beside it. I removed my shoes and sat
down in the little shelter. Smoke from a smouldering piece of wood (k'lit nowp) helped to

keep the ever present mosquitoes at bay while the offerings were being prepared. Babai and
I sat facing the altar, green curtains of padi at our sides. All was still save for the occasional
cry of birds overhead.

The central altar (pu'un bin) was covered with a white cloth that Babai always used prior to
the start of a ritual (see fig. 4 & plate 19). He and his wife had prepared most of the offerings
the previous night or earlier in the morning, and they had laid them out in front of the altars.
He had hung samon and bewan (necklaces of ceramic beads, bells and bear's teeth) from the
sides of the central altar, and when he lifted the cloth, I saw that it housed a serepak ('soul jar'

' For the full sequence of offerings see Appendix 1.
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according to Geddes 1954). The old man chewed some betel nut that his wife had prepared
for him and then spat a red jet of juice to the sides of each of the outer altars.

a b c d

Fig. 4: The altars at Gawai Ta'on Tekak

Babai Helman then sacrificed a chicken in front of the central altar by piercing its throat with
a thin, sharp sliver of bamboo, collecting its blood in a small bowl containing a large leaf. He
would later smear some of the blood on the various altars, leaving the remainder in the leaf,
which was rolled into a cone shape and placed on a bamboo sliver under the central altar.2

Prayers were said then there was a pause for around half an hour while we chatted and
smoked and prepared another kind of rice offering called sa'am.3

Meanwhile, in the farmhouse, Teyung Helman was busily plucking the chicken, preparing

parcels of rice for the guests, chopping the chicken up and cooking it in bamboo over the fire

2The cone shaped leaf on a stick is called a teduak.
3 Sa'am are composed of approximately a tablespoon ofpugang rice (rice steamed in bamboo over a
fire) wrapped tightly in a leaf (usually just called dawon or leaf).
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in the hearth. As other people arrived, they joined Teyung Helman in the farmhouse and
lent a hand preparing the food. The children in the party helped by collecting water from the
stream or other minor tasks.

After a while, one of the little boys appeared at my side in the beri gawai carrying a bowl of
cooked chicken parts. He handed them to his grandfather and sat down between us to
watch. Babai Helman took various bits of chicken and added them to the bundles of

offerings so that the chicken's feet, head and an assortment of entrails were distributed
across the altars. The little boy kept delving into the bowl and sucking the liquid from the
chicken parts.

He intoned the prayers as he placed the offerings, and finally Babai Helman said that it was

time to eat. Before going to the farmhouse, however, we first went to a further two offering
sites on either side of the farmhouse, where he asked the malevolent spirits to take their
share of the offerings and to leave the padi alone. He then spat a stream of betel juice over

the top part of the altar, which was a lattice-work of bamboo with sharp ends pointing

skywards. Babai Helman said that the lattice would trap the spirits and discourage them
from entering the farm.4

We then entered the farmhouse to eat. The elderly couple were a little disappointed that so

few people had come to share the food, since only one son and his wife, two of their
daughters and assorted grandchildren had made the journey from Gayu. Unfortunately, the
van that had been organised to bring the guests to Patos, the small hamlet half an hour's
walk from the farm, had not turned up. This meant that they had been obliged to wait an

hour for the Kuching bus.

We sat around the bowls of steaming food. There was a large parcel of rice wrapped in a leaf
in front of each person. Everyone ate heartily, enjoying the sacrificial chicken that Teyung
Helman had cooked in bamboo tubes over the hearth. After a hearty meal, they cleared the
floor of leftovers and everyone turned to their various vices, the men lighting up cigarettes
and the women preparing betel quid.

After a companionable smoking and chewing session, Babai Helman called me to the beri
where it was time to complete the ritual. First he placed a leaf in a halved section of bamboo
and then spat a stream of betel juice into it. He then wiped this on the bundles of offerings in

4 Betel juice is generally used as both an offering and as a form of protection, since the pungent aroma
is said to ward off malevolent spirits.
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the central altar, the two serangan and on the right, front post of the central altar. Then he
took the bowl from the central altar, grated turmeric in it and mixed this with the water from
a coconut. He then proceeded to bathe the samon and bezvan (the sacred necklaces) in the
fluid (see plate 20). Next he removed some small stones (batuh menan) from a basket, bathed
them and then put them back in the basket. Finally some 'sping (a kind of 'holy water') was

added to the liquid.

Now it was time to seran padi — to bless the padi by gently bathing it in the fluid. He
immersed his fingers in the bowl and then stroked the long fronds of padi in front of the
altars with the liquid. Some of the liquid was also poured into the little bamboo tube under
the serangan on the right hand side and into a bamboo under the pu'un bin. Babai Helman
then handed me the bowl and asked me to bathe the leaves. I did as I was asked and then he

directed me to bathe the tenguah (the little replica ladder leading up to the pu'un bin) and the
left, front post of the same altar. Seran padi apparently marked the end of the ritual and Babai
Helman began gathering up his equipment into a white cloth.

For some time after the ritual I tried to unravel what the ritual was all about, asking both
dukun and others what they could tell me about it. Babai and Teyung Helman in particular,

taught me a great deal during the time that I spent with them, but it took time for me to
realise that my fairly futile attempts to gain an understanding of the underlying 'beliefs' of
their religion were quite misplaced. By trying to extract information about life after death,
the spirit world and other such things, I was simply importing Western notions of religiosity
in a completely inappropriate way.

When I asked what the ritual was about, they told me that it marked the time when the padi
was pregnant, and now they would not visit the farm as often as before since they did not
want to disturb the padi. After further reflection, they later explained that this ritual called
and concentrated the simangi of the padi in the farm: for a concentrated simangi meant a

better harvest. In this endeavour, they hoped for assistance from the rice Goddess known
variously as Iyang Tapah, or Iyang Padi.

Other things that they could tell me were that the pu'un bin was a house for the spirits,
complete with a ladder (tenguah) the same as one would find in the longhouse. The offerings
in this altar indicated that both male and female spirits inhabited it since there were two

bundles of skuwai — one of seven and another of eight. They said that seven represents a

man and eight, a woman. This also corresponds to the way that offerings are shared at the
end of the gazvai: male participants take away seven skuwai and women take a bundle of
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eight. This, another dukun told me, is linked to the number of ribs which men and women

have: women have one more.5 Babai and Teyung Helman also explained something about
the structures themselves. The long fronds of bamboo are stairways for the spirits: they
travel across the altars as indicated by the arrows on figure 4.

If one were to leave things purely at the level of what people put into words, then there
would be little to report — after all, people do not generally reflect that deeply on things that
they are accustomed to doing as a matter of course. For instance, when I asked questions
like, "Why do you do that... in such and such a way?" Babai Helman would usually reply
with what became almost a stock answer: "We do it like this because this is the way we have

always done it. The nyamba gawai [the elderly who practice Adat Gawai] taught me to do this.
I don't know why it's like this." He made the same point repeatedly, that the most important

thing was doing the ritual and getting it right. As Humphrey and Laidlaw point out, rituals
do not necessarily hold an intrinsic 'meaning' and may be interpreted differently according
to a person's age, gender, socio-economic status and so on (1994: 262). Furthermore, and
more appropriate to the context of ritual in Gayu, 'We can now see that variety, discordance,
and even the absence of interpretation are all integral to ritual' (1994: 264).

In the following section, rather than relying solely on my limited direct information

regarding explanation of the rituals, I provide an analysis that builds on a patchwork of
ethnographic evidence from what people in Kampung Gayu say and do more generally into
an explanation of what the ritual is all about. I marry this with regional literature to locate
the padi ritual in Kampung Gayu within this. I shall begin by exploring the ritual as a means

of concentrating simangi and potency, following with a discussion of the centrality of
sociality and the incorporation of difference.

Gathering potency / growing Gods

While the performance of the ritual calls the simangi of the padi to the farm, it also makes the
farm the site of a particular form of power. A concentrated simangi in people is the

prerequisite of good health and a similar usage and understanding of the term (with some

linguistic variation) is found throughout Southeast Asia.6 In the same way that human
simangi can be startled and take flight resulting in illness (Anderson 1972; Errington 1983,
1989; Tsintjilonis 1999), the simangi of the padi is also vulnerable. The ritual also confers a

certain kind of potency on the dukun, since he is instrumental in gathering and concentrating

5 Whether this is an example of Christian influence on the explanations offered by the practitioners of
Adat Gawai, I simply do not know. The story of Eve being created from one of Adam's ribs was
brought up by one of my Catholic friends in Gayu when we talked about this.
6 For a comprehensive discussion of the term and its cognates see Tsintjilonis (1999).
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the simangi within the farm. So while the ritual represents a 'conjuring of power' (Anderson
1972:11; see also Atkinson 1992), in this context, both farm and farmer become potent.

'Potency', is linked to a particular kind of power associated with divine kingship in the Indie
States of Southeast Asia (see Anderson 1972, Errington 1983, 1989; Geertz 1980; Gullick 1988;

Keyes 1977; Leach 1970; Tambiah 1976), and it is still relevant today, as Anderson (1972) and

Errington (1983,1989) have shown. Unlike the 'Western' notion of power that is linked to the
ability to command, to forcibly compel action, Southeast Asian ideas of power are somewhat
different (ibid.).

Errington developed the discussion of Southeast Asian concepts of power still further by

distinguishing between 'power' and 'potency'. Whereas the former is about action,
movement and force, the divine kings demonstrated 'potency' by their very immobility —

causing things to be done while remaining still, calm and controlled. Potency is therefore
associated with prestige (Errington 1989: 287). Ideas of potency, however, are applicable
even outwith the arena of Indie states and statecraft. Errington discusses potency in terms of
what her informants in Sulawesi today call sumange'. This is attached at the navel and

potency is a reflection of a sumange' which is concentrated and firmly attached. Infants and

people who are ill have a loosely attached sumange' and are regarded as requiring close

monitoring by potent elders or even the ministrations of a potent individual to call it back. It
is, therefore, 'the vital energy that makes people effective, conscious, and healthy. It enlivens
humans: it animates the otherwise inanimate substance of our visible bodies' (Errington
1983: 548).

While much of the literature focuses on long established centres of political power,

something slightly different goes on at the peripheries of these influences. Indeed as

Errington acknowledges, the quest for potency is not confined to past and present polities.
'In villages, trance-possession dances and spirit-cults are common methods by which people
seek to approach and to tap unseen forces for their own or the community's benefit' (ibid.:
546). In a critique of some of the literature on potency and Southeast Asian polities, Tooker

argues that the centre / periphery model of power is not restricted to states, but that the
same symbolics of power are played out on the margins (1996), and I shall illustrate this
through my discussion of ritual in Gayu.

Atkinson's ethnography of Wana shamanism in Sulawesi provides a good example of one of
the ways in which potency is exercised in areas which are on the periphery of and marginal
to the former polities. She describes the Wana shaman as a political actor whose ritual
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performance and audience gathering powers are akin to that of the divine kings of the
traditional Southeast Asian states. Their reputation as healers attracts a clientele whom then
become dependent on their future services. Like the divine ruler, the Wana shaman is

regarded as potent. However, the Wana shaman does not embody power but rather
concentrates it around himself during the shamanic performance (Atkinson 1989:271).

Unlike the Wana shaman performing to a large human audience, however, a Bidayuh dukun
in the padi field performs ritual in almost total isolation. By the time that Gawai Ta'on Tekak
was performed, the padi was so tall that it completely enclosed the small ritual hut,

obscuring the activity within it from the eyes of those who remained in the nearby
farmhouse. I was Babai Helman's only visible audience for the ritual performance.
Nevertheless, one can still draw parallels to the image of theatres of power (Geertz 1980) or

Anderson's 'conjuring of power' (1972:11) in terms of the poetics of the whole performance.

The padi field is transformed through the ritual into a kind of 'theatre of power' where the

gathering and concentrating is in terms of unseen forces. It is the souls or simangi of the padi
that is gathered and concentrated in the one place through the ritual, making the farm itself
a focus of potency. Along with the simangi of the padi, human ancestor spirits (mindo teyung

babai) also gather in the farm — and they are the main audience for the ritual performance.
The very fact that the dukun is the one who 'conjures', who makes the farm potent, is
however, a sign that he too is a potent person (kwasa).

The 'egalitarian' nature of Bidayuh social organisation, however, has significant
ramifications for the way that potency is distributed. People in Gayu generally avoid

indicating that any one person is more potent, has a stronger simangi, and instead talk more

about the farm and spreading potency for the benefit of those who will eat the crop.

Similarly, large-scale village rituals also aim to draw simangi to the village for the benefit of
all: although, it is clear that at least during those ritual occasions, the officiating dukun are

potent individuals. This is similar to the Wana shaman who concentrates power around
himself during the ritual rather than embodying it (see Atkinson 1989: 271).

Howe discusses the rice cycle in terms that both resonate with my research and yet, in quite
a crucial way, differs from the way that I understand rice ritual in Kampung Gayu. This is
linked to the presence of hierarchy and rank in Bali and its absence in Kampung Gayu.
Where our analysis agrees, is in his discussion of the production of rice and how the work of
the ritual is not distinguished from other forms of work (see Chapter Three). Thus:
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The production of rice is therefore not simply a matter of human labour, but takes
place within a set of social relations binding humans to gods. Gods (dewa) allow
humans (jalma) to cultivate rice so long as this is done with the required ceremony and
in prescribed ways. Rice production is a co-operative endeavour between gods and people
(my emphasis, op cit.: 454).

Where we differ in interpretation, however, is that Howe represents the relationship that is
constituted through the ritual as one of social inequality and hierarchy. The relationship
with the gods is similar to that between low and high caste Balinese — indeed Howe argues

that according to Balinese theology, 'gods and high castes are much the same' (ibid).

Hierarchy in Bah, then, is legitimated by its mirror image in rice rituals.

In Kampung Gayu ritual is performed to gather and strengthen the simangi of the padi, but
the relationship with the spirits is not one of either hierarchy or dependence. It is rather a

matter of interdependence and reciprocity. I agree with Howe that the rice cycle is similar to
the human life cycle. In fact, the relationship that people have with the spirits of the farm is
also similar to the relationships between humans, however in this case, that relationship is

played out in 'egalitarian' terms. This has strong similarities to Gibson's discussion of rituals

performed by the Buid, also an 'egalitarian' people (Gibson 1986:151-189). The relationships
constituted through ritual in Gayu, however, are centred on interdependence: unlike the
Buid example of 'sharing' with no expectation of return.

As I discussed in Chapter 3, farmers in Kampung Gayu treat the souls of the padi much like

they do children, as they are cared for and gently nurtured into adulthood. The simangi padi
are coaxed into the farm, attracted by the other simangi that is there: the potent, ritual

pharaphenalia, the simangi of the farmer and those who attend the ritual, and the ancestral
spirits who gather to enjoy the hospitality of this particular farm. While children may be
regarded as dependent on their parents, however, the farmer who nurtures the padi is also
dependent on the crop so the relationship is balanced as one of interdependence. Essentially,
just as people nurture padi, padi nurtures the person.

Sissa and Detienne make an interesting point regarding the interdependence of gods and
humans in ancient Greece.

[Gjiven that their nourishment depends on an exchange agreed upon with humans,
the gods are obliged to take care of earthly matters in order to receive their share of
victims, and second, because presiding over these rituals performed at the altars is
itself a considerable chore (original emphasis, 2000: 89).

I would hesitate to take it quite this far, however, since conversations with dukun revealed
that there might be padi farming in the afterworld too. This, they told me, meant that there
would also have to be gawai performed since they could not conceive of growing padi
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otherwise. If this were the case, then the ancestral spirits would have their own rice and
chicken to eat. Interdependence is more a matter of the ancestral spirits reciprocating with
their descendants as theirs did before them. Furthermore, while the efficacy of prayer may

well be a force that draws them to the ritual (see Valeri 1985: 55), something else obliges the
spirits to 'eat'. This is the principle of puna.

Puna is a state of 'incompleteness' that makes one vulnerable to supernatural sanctions.
Bernstein writes of the Taman equivalent (kempunan) in Kalimantan:

Kempunan is only incidentally related to beliefs and values about health and illness; it
is part of an all-encompassing set of attitudes about harmony and the ordering of
things or actions — the notion of a proper or right way of doing things. Kempunan
orders and in a way ritualises private behaviour. Only behaviour carried out
according to culturally appropriate norms of completeness are fully constituted as
actions (1997: 69).

In Gayu this manifests itself in terms of hospitality: a visitor should always be offered
something to eat or drink otherwise they will be rendered puna, furthermore, if the visitor
refuses the hospitality then they also place themselves at risk. When invited to partake of the

offerings, then, the spirits are obliged at least to touch them in passing.

The ancestral spirits fulfil the same role as that of members of a labour exchange group.

They come together in one farm to perform the work of protecting the farm: perhaps as a

show of force to ward off any undesirable beings that might be lurking in the vicinity with
evil intent. In return they receive the meal that all work group members normally expect and
the knowledge that they have fulfilled an important social obligation in helping out a fellow

villager. I shall elaborate on this point shortly but first shall return to the chicken sacrifice
before examining the shared ritual meal.

Sacrifice

I was astonished to discover that chickens are creatures without simangi (see also Chapter 1).

Although even some inanimate objects such as ritual equipment (the samon and bewan
necklaces for instance) have simangi, chickens —I was assured on several occasions by a

number of dukun — most definitely do not (see also Sidaway 1969:140-141). Essentially, the
farmer sacrifices the body without simangi (the chicken) to the simangi without an earthly

body (the ancestral spirits). No-one could explain how an animal could exist without what
Errington called the 'animating force', and despite repeated attempts to find out more, I kept
getting the same kinds of answers: "I don't know why a chicken has no simangi. That's just
how it is." Indeed, I found out about this lack of simangi by chance, through asking what it
was that the spirits took from the offerings — which I shall elaborate on shortly.
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CHICKEN SACRIFICE
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In literature that deals with sacrifice, the victim is usually regarded as a substitute for the
sacrifier, therefore animals that are regarded as being very close to humans in some way are

common victims of sacrifice. For instance, Hollan and Wellenkamp write that the Torajan
sacrificer identifies with the animals about to be slaughtered: 'prized water buffalo are

named, washed, and groomed', and pigs are given special meals (1994: 87), furthermore, in
the Pacific region the Kwaio of the Solomon Islands nurture pigs for sacrifice that are

regarded as having a strong association with the adolo or ancestral spirits (Keesing 1982: 36).
Bloch also provides examples drawn from various ethnographies: pigs in Papua New
Guinea that have no spirit but are regarded as 'almost children' (Bloch 1992:11 citing Hirsch
1987) and Dinka cattle that 'represent the beauty of strength, vitality and sexuality to which
humans aspire, but which they possess in varying amounts' (op.cit.: 33 citing Lienhardt
1961).

Gayu chickens, however, are not like humans at all, and the only similarity to the above is
that like the pigs in Papua New Guinea, they have no spirit. As a domestic animal, however,
the chicken could be regarded as being closer to humans since it lives (or used to live) under
the longhouse and eats left over human food (see Beattie 1980: 30-31; Gibson 1986: 183-184).
Perhaps one thing that makes the chicken more closely associated with humans is the fact
that the bulk of the leftovers that it eats consist of rice.

My informants, however, gave no such interpretation. In fact a chicken is simply good to eat
and cheaper and quicker to raise (or buy) than a pig. The dukun sacrifice pigs at major rituals
such as the harvest festival, Gawai Sawah. This is partly because of the larger numbers of

people that must be fed and also because at this time the expense of the animal will be
shared by more people. Although chickens do not have simangi, pigs do.

Gibson elaborates on the use of domestic animals in sacrifice as follows:

I have attributed the 'sacred' character of Buid domesticated animals to the fact that

they serve as spatial, social and spiritual mediators and to the fact that they constitute
a source of vitality under human control. Indeed, the Buid may be said to recognise a
sort of social solidarity with their household animals (Gibson 1986:184-185).

This notion of the sacrificial animals as a 'source of vitality' is one that I shall return to

shortly as it is one that seems to be of central significance both to Gibson's ethnography and
my own. I shall first explore some other points that could usefully be added to the above.
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Although he warns against trying to develop a generally applicable theory of sacrifice,
Bourdillon lists seven aspects of ritual killing that may, in various combinations, be

significant features in the interpretation of sacrifice. Of these I shall quote the three that seem

of most relevance to the chicken sacrifice in Gayu.
Death is Final and Irrevocable

This has relevance for sacrifices which solemnise a change of status or an action; also
for the theme of a gift to a deity in which the offering must no longer be available for
one's use.

Death Invokes the Destruction of Vitality
This has possible interpretations in the release of power and the removal of power. In
sacrifices where the victim is bled to death, vitality is readily associated with blood.
Death is a Precondition for a Carnivorous Meal

This fact links sacrifice to all the symbols of commensality (Bourdillon 1980: 22-23).

The first, treating the sacrifice as a 'gift', is in contradiction to Hubert and Mauss' classic

study of sacrifice. The aim of their study was 'to demonstrate that the expulsion of a sacred

spirit, whether pure or impure, is a primordial component of sacrifice' (1981: 6). They
distinguish between personal and objective sacrifice: the latter being where the sacrifier (the

beneficiary of the sacrifice) is an object or thing such as the crop in agricultural ritual (ibid.:
66). Agricultural ritual can involve sacralisation, where the land is made sacred or fertile, or

desacralisation, such as before the harvest so that the crop is no longer too sacred (that is,

dangerously powerful) to eat (ibid.: 66-72). They also state that another function of sacrifice
is to achieve communication with the divine. While I agree with the latter, in Gayu the flow
between the two realms warrants the use of the term 'gift': particularly because of the way

that it resonates with other forms of exchange within the society such as the work groups

that I already mentioned. As Leach puts it, 'The performance is an expression of the

principle of reciprocity. By making a gift to the gods, the gods are compelled to give back
benefits to man' (1985: 83).

This is not the case among the Buid, whom in many other ways show great similarities to

Gayu people. Gibson highlights 'sharing' as opposed to an exchange that incurs an

obligation to reciprocate.7 In summarising his analysis of Buid sacrifice he writes:

[T]he offering to the spirits of the earth represents a symbolic statement concerning
the value of sharing within human society. Not only does it hold the human
community together, but it attracts the support of a powerful mystical ally. If the
extortion practised by the ghosts is the transactional equivalent of death, isolation and
decay, the sharing practised by the spirits of the earth is the transactional equivalent
of life, solidarity and growth (Gibson 1986:178-179).

7 Gibson cites Woodburn (1982) in support of his use of the term 'sharing'. In a later publication
Woodburn (referring to the distribution of meat among hunter-gatherers) distinguished sharing from
exchange or reciprocity because 'donation is obligatory and is disconnected from the right to receive'
(1998: 50).
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To return to Bourdillon (ibid.), I will explore the final two points that I have quoted together.
The linking of sacrifice to commensality and the destruction of vitality are also explored
elsewhere. Sissa and Detienne, for instance, emphasise that although some analyses regard
the feast as incidental to the sacrifice, they regard the sharing of meat as central to

establishing communication with the gods (2000: 71-75). Bloch brings this idea to a revisiting
of Lienhardt's (1961) ethnography of the Dinka and although Lienhardt does not regard the
feast where the sacrificial animal is consumed as being a part of the ritual, Bloch shows

convincing evidence to the contrary. The Dinka themselves, Bloch tells us, regard the eating
of the sacrificed cattle as very important. For one thing, the cattle (reminiscent of the PNG

pigs) are very like humans, and secondly, the Dinka word for sacrifice could also be
translated as 'feast' — and this provides a crucial link to how ritual is experienced in

Kampung Gayu. Similarly, the word 'gawai' is used to denote a ritual of Adat Gawai. This also
refers to various Catholic rituals: Gazvai Pasca, for instance, is used for Easter. Whenever a

celebration occurs that gathers people together, however, this is also called a gawai.
Furthermore, the celebration or gathering should involve food, preferably a full rice meal.

Gawai should more accurately be regarded as a communal feast, and in the case of ritual, this
also involves the distribution and consumption of vitality. In consuming the meat, vitality is
restored (Bloch 1992: 31-37). Gibson too, regards the communal meal as the most central

aspect of the sacrifice and he concentrates on the gaining of vitality through eating and the

enhancing of solidarity through commensality (1986). Indeed the way that the sacrificial
meat is shared out may reveal relative status. As Detienne puts it, 'dietary practices reflect
the political texture of the sacrifice as well as the type of social relationships involved
therein' (1989:13). I shall explore 'status' and meat sharing in tandem with a discussion of
the 'vitality' that is released through the sacrifice by focusing on the meal enjoyed by those
who attended Gawai Ta'on Tekak in Gayu. Like Gibson, I too reveal the centrality of sociality
and the consumption of vitality in this ritual.

While the farm ritual is directed towards the spirit world, the meal in the farmhouse brings
the worlds of the seen and the unseen together through the act of cooking and eating. This is
what might be termed the 'social' period of the ritual where everyone acts in an everyday
manner. Some slurp their food and others do not; small children knock things over or drop
their food on the floor; the host urges everyone to eat and the guests murmur appreciatively
in reply. In short, it seems like any other meal shared with friends and family but for one

thing — they are also eating with the spirits.
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Growing Gods and Eating Them

The offerings are a meal for the spirits. Indeed one Catholic convert told me in no uncertain
terms that following Adnt Gnwai, apart from being an enormous waste of time, also meant

that people could not eat their chickens or pigs until there was a ritual. "Even then", he said,

"they have to share the meat with ghosts". When he used the word 'ghosts', he was referring
to the ancestral spirits (mindo teyung babai). So the ritual is an extension of hospitality to the
unseen world. The spirits (collectively known as Tapah) have little parcels of rice and
selected parts of the cooked, sacrificial chicken such as the heart and feet, while the humans
also enjoy a meal of rice and chicken. Indeed the chicken, in terms of the previous discussion
of 'vitality', offers some intriguing material for analysis.

As I discussed earlier, the chicken as 'body without simangi', is sacrificed to those without an

earthly body (the ancestral spirits) and this curious fact is worthy of further investigation. By

returning to the beginning of this chapter and the discussion of power and potency we can

begin to put pieces of the puzzle together in a meaningful way.

Firstly, if simangi is implicated in potency — and those who still perform this ritual agree

that the main reason for performing it is to gather the simangi of the padi into the farm —

then what is the significance of using an animal that one might describe as totally lacking in

potency? Secondly, (bearing in mind that the animal is then consumed by those attending
the ritual), how does this affect the simangi of those who eat it? Thirdly, what do spirits
consume from the offerings; and what is the implication of offering the spirits a body
without 'spiritual substance'?

The sacrificer kills the chicken by piercing its throat with a sharp sliver of bamboo, collects
the chicken's blood for use both as an offering, and to be cooked along with the rest of the
chicken. Bourdillon argues that 'vitality is readily associated with blood' and that the killing
of an animal may be linked to the release of power (1980: 22). Leach says something similar,
engaging with the language of Southeast Asian notions of 'power' in the process: 'By
arranging for a liminal priest to perform the sacrifice in the liminal zone, the donor provides
a bridge between the world of the gods and the world of men across which the potency of
the gods can flow' (1985: 84). In Gayu ritual, the killing of the animal without power (or
potency) may actually achieve the draining of potency (from the spirits).

There is no doubt in the minds of all of the Gayu people that talked to me about that most

Bidayuh of dishes 'chicken in bamboo', that there is something extra special about gawai
chicken. I was told on many occasions that it just never tasted the same as when it was
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cooked on the farm. I then explored all of the obvious avenues: what if it were cooked in
bamboo on the wood fire hearth that most people had outside their concrete houses, didn't
that make the difference? No. Although people agreed that exertion certainly worked up an

appetite, they firmly believed that it was not the fresh air and exercise of getting to the farm
that had anything to do with how good the chicken tasted. No-one could put it into words:
there was just something about gawai chicken. One woman speculated that it was probably
because of the spirits in the farm. A young Christian suggested that the food was 'blessed'
(berkat).

Another piece of the puzzle comes into focus when I remember that when I asked various
dukun what the spirits 'ate' from the offerings, they generally said that they did not know.
Literature from elsewhere in the world talks of the gods 'eating' the 'smoky aroma' (Sissa
and Detienne 2000: 75), the 'essence' (Valeri 1985: 56), or a portion so tiny as to go unnoticed
(Atkinson 1989), but when asked if it was either of these the answer was still the same —

they did not know. It was only when I revisited the whole thing in the light of the chicken
sacrifice that I realised something fundamental: perhaps they did not know what the spirits
took because this was simply not important. What humans absorbed from the offerings was

much more significant.

The chicken tasted different and especially good; the offerings that were divided up at the
end of the ritual among those present were said to be very good for children; I was also told
that under no circumstances should these little rice offerings be thrown away — it was

imperative that they were eaten. This was because through the ritual the food was, as Gibson
(1986) noted in the Philippines, imbued with another form of vitality. To take this even

further, the chicken was sacrificed because it was an empty vessel. Instead of Bourdillon's
'release of power', the chicken was a vessel that was there to be filled up and made potent by
the attending spirits. In eating the chicken then, potency too is consumed.8

As I illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4, rice is both a source and symbol of continuity at one and
the same time. It reinforces relatedness through commensality (see Carsten 1995,1987,1991).
In the ritual meal this becomes expanded to include those who are not visible. As the
boundaries between the seen and the unseen worlds are erased, so too are boundaries of

kinship and time. It becomes a moment of maximal incorporation. The gathering of ancestral
spirits into the farm is not restricted to those with a genealogical connection to the persons

8 The 'release of power' seems to be one of the common themes in literature that discusses animal
sacrifice, however what is released is generally referred to as the vitality, power or spirit of the
slaughtered animal in order to heal (Atkinson 1989: 184-187), or replace a loss of substance incurred
through breaking prohibitions (Beattie 1980: 41 following Griaule 1976; de Heusch 1976).
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present, nor are they necessarily former inhabitants of Kampung Gayu. On a similar process

in the Serian area, Geddes writes: 'If anything, the procedure increases the importance of
one's own village, because it makes it a centre for useful beings from all over the region'
(Geddes 1954: 26).

Incorporation includes the creation of relationships (or, in fact, relatedness) in the present

through the drawing in of neighbours or even visitors such as myself. Furthermore, by

calling on the ancestor spirits and offering them a share of the meal, the past is brought into
the present, and relatedness is created or re-created with these most potent of visitors. While
Gibson talks of shared activity rather than shared substance being more significant among

the Buid (1985, 1986: 72), I would argue that the ritual feast emphasises the importance of
both in Kampung Gayu.

The intriguing aspect of this meal is that those who attend are not just eating with the gods,
but they are also, through the consumption of potency, eating the substance of gods. This is

played out in a complex way. Firstly, they consume food touched (or 'blessed') by the
ancestral spirits through the eating of the chicken; but then they also consume the children
of Tapah: the rice itself. The action of eating then, brings the past into the present and the

potency of the spirits into the bodies of those who attend the meal.9

When the meal is over, the farmer (or dukuri) places the final offerings and the padi receives
its 'cooling' bath (seran padi). Babai Helman always passed me the bowl of fluid after he was

finished, so that I too might gently bathe the padi. He explained that he thought that I might

bring another blessing to the farm since I was from another place. 1 think he might have

hoped that some of my potency might rub off on the padi leaves that I bathed. Strangers to
the village were (as I discussed in Chapter 1) both a potential danger and a source of outside

'power' or potency — so it could well be that this ritual also tapped into and transformed
any negative forces into beneficial ones.

Predatory spirits such as muat (at least during the farm ritual) are not so much entertained
and shared with as kept out of the whole proceedings. The offering sites with the sharp
bamboo stakes pointing skywards are there on each side of the farm to trap or discourage
them to enter the farm. Although they too receive a share of the offerings, it is obligatory

hospitality with the intention of placating and diverting these spirits from causing harm.

They are definitely not welcome to join the feast that ensues within the farmhouse. In this
way while some boundaries come down (between the worlds of the spirits and the humans),
9 See Bloch (1977) on a stimulating discussion of how past and present are collapsed in ritual.

146



other boundaries are shored up. Powerful outside, dangerous forces are kept at bay while
the farm becomes, like the palace of the divine king (or indeed his body), its own exemplary
centre.

While the offerings from the little ritual hut are gathered up and distributed among those

present for later consumption, the offerings to the predatory spirits are left in place. When I
asked about this, I was told that no-one would want to eat those offerings. In any case, a

stream of betel juice had been spat over them by the officiating dukun, and this made the

offerings doubly unenticing. This is yet another example of ritual (or more generally
religion) being used by those who practice it to incorporate while excluding at the same time
(see Chapter 2).

With the meal over and the last actions of bathing the padi and saying the final prayers

completed, the dukun would then remove all of the offerings from the beri gawai and divide
them up amongst those who had attended the ritual. I too would always receive a parcel of
offerings along with a pugang of rice (rice steamed in a tube of bamboo over the farm
hearth). In this way, the ritual continued long after we had left the farm. Every time one of
the little parcels of rice was eaten, we ingested the substance of the spirits and the

consumption of potency continued. This challenges those who might try to draw firm
boundaries between ritualised and non-ritual action; or to fix a ritual in space or even time.

While Detienne regards the sharing of sacrificial meat as a means of revealing political
status, in this case the meal emphasises 'egalitarianism'. Everyone receives a parcel of rice of
the same size and partake equally of the cooked food. After the ritual, however, when the
farmer divides up the offerings, difference is very subtly introduced into the occasion. The

person who performs the ritual takes the portions of offerings with the larger parts of the
sacrificial chicken attached to them.

Although I have emphasised fluidity in terms of ritualised versus non-ritualised forms of
action, I must also point out that, whatever is going on, whether it appears to blend into

everyday 'ordinary' life or not, ritual nevertheless is transcendent. It contains the everyday
while expanding all of its idioms. The incorporation of affines and strangers is maximised to
include the relationship with other realms. Hospitality and commensality becomes, through
the ingestion of the substance of the spirits, a medium for the sharing of potency and the
creation of relatedness. Eating the substance of gods ensures that all present ingest and

embody a substance (albeit a 'spiritual' one) that is shared.
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There are many similarities between Buid and Bidayuh in terms of their 'egalitarian'

ideology, a shared history of marginality and exploitation (see Chapters 1 and 2), and indeed
in the ritual meal being about what Gibson describes as 'vitality' (what I call potency). Where
we differ is that where Gibson depicts the rituals as being about a people under siege, I

interpret padi ritual as emphasising incorporation. It is possible that this is largely due to the
fact that he focuses on large-scale village rituals while here I discuss the much more

ordinary, everyday ritual of the farm. 'Ordinary' men performed the majority of padi rituals
in Gayu, although I observed this particular ritual in the farm of one of my closest
informants who also happened to be a dukun.

There is no spirit mediumship, no shamanic journeying and in that way there is no sense in
which one could interpret the ritual in terms of Bloch's theory of 'rebounding violence'
(Bloch 1986,1992) which he applies to Gibson's discussion of Buid ritual. He regards the
Buid seance as the 'self-inflicted conquest of one side of the self, and spirit mediumship as 'a

response to a form of potential trouble, which is imagined as an invasion of hostile invisible
forces' (1992: 42). While 'rebounding violence' as a theory of ritual works well in terms of
rites of initiation, or even in healing rituals, for the everyday matters of padi ritual it does
not quite fit. Furthermore, it seems to sit rather uncomfortably with Gibson's work, which
Bloch may have realised bearing in mind the way that he modified his theory to
accommodate the case of the Buid.

When the actors of the ideology of rebounding conquest are weak and in retreat they
will, like the Buid, develop the potential of the structure so that it is only concerned
with reproduction. Then the image of consumption of vitality and aggression will stop
at the animals. But in different historical circumstances, when expansionist aggression
is a real possibility, as it sometimes was for the Ilongot, the symbolism of the
reconsumption of vitality is expanded and it becomes a legitimation of outwardly
directed aggression (Bloch 1992: 45).

As I mentioned earlier, gawai is the name used both for ritual activity as well as any social

gathering or celebration. In many ways one can see the rituals in the farms as being just that:
a celebration of incorporation, demonstrating 'strength' in numbers (both simangi padi and
the ancestral spirits), of eating together and gaining in potency in the process.

Rather than trying to force this discussion down the path of 'rebounding violence', I argue

that this ritual is about breaking down some boundaries (bringing in the beneficial spirits)
while shoring up others (keeping out the spirits of evil intent). In other words, what this
ritual communicates links us back into a long history of marginality and oppression: and this
is very similar to Gibson's analysis of Buid ritual. There is a difference though, in that firstly,
the rejection of hierarchy and dependency is much more pronounced in Buid society than it
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is in Kampung Gayu. Secondly, although they share a similar history, the Gayu people are

not 'under constant siege by predatory spirits' (Gibson 1986:147). Instead this is a celebration
of new life (the padi) and vitality. The poetics of power from the centrist states are

transformed out here on the periphery into a 'theatre of power' that generates a flow of
potency between different realms — the farm and all contained within it become the 'navel
of the universe' — another exemplary centre.

At this point I return to Gibson's argument, however, by emphasising that in many ways this
celebration of life has its dark side: it is in counterpoint to loss. The prayers may have
changed over time, and even the content of the offerings, but the meal remains a way of
restoring and recreating relationships of the past, the present, and the future. Incorporation

responds to loss in the past (headhunting, slavery, extortion, and murder) as well as

emphasising unity in the present.1" But even this moment of unity is under threat as children
and grandchildren are 'lost' to Christianity, and as people leave the village to live and work
in the towns.

This loss in the present continues to have salience for all members of the community
whether Christian or nyamba gawai. Perhaps it is inevitable in this period of rapid change,
that there are so many moments marked by fragmentation and loss. Christians often

highlighted the continuities between the two 'religions', however, and one thing that they
often mentioned was how they continued to farm in much the same way, replacing thegawai
with Catholic prayers. In fact, the number of occasions when they perform ritual in the
Catholic farms is greatly reduced compared to the days before they entered the church.
These rituals are often simple affairs that usually only include a meal if they involve

exchange labour, or if the farmer is going to spend the whole day on the farm anyway. In
this case, the meal appears to have become incidental.11

What appears to have gained a more central role in the lives of Catholics are the prayers that
occur in houses or in the church since padi farming for Christians is mostly a part-time

activity. The interesting thing about what happens today in Gayu is that shared activity
seems to be highly significant, and although the rice meal still has an important role to play,
it has been transformed to communicate the changes that have taken place. While it is still
implicated in demonstrations of potency, the plot has changed and the cast now has a star

performer or two. The main source of continuity between the two religions, however, is the

10 See Keane (1995) for an interesting discussion of loss in Sumba, Indonesia.
11 See Appendix 2 for a list of Catholic farm ritual and those that they replace.
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fact that sociality remains central. Although the rice meal has to a large extent become
dissociated from ritual at Catholic blessings, it remains a key element of sociality.

Gathering together

There is an enormous emphasis on doing things in groups rather than in acting alone, as I

explained in Chapter 4. There are few weekends that go by without some form of

community work (gotong royong) going on. On these occasions, when people get together to

get a job done for the benefit of the community, there is no shared meal. I participated in
other occasions during my fieldwork such as the fundraising fishing competition organised

by the 'Ladies Guild', and a fundraising concert where people got together to have fun
without there being any food involved. The intriguing thing though, is that where a shared
rice meal brings together people from outside the household, it also appears to be an

occasion for Catholic prayer within someone's house.12 Some prayer sessions, however, do
not include rice meals although they involve gathering together large numbers of people for
the purposes of sharing Catholic prayers.

I shall explore these variations on the theme of shared prayer in order to unravel the
significance of the rice meal. Unsurprisingly, this analysis revisits some of the themes that I

explored earlier in this chapter, however despite the continuities, there are also contrasts.
This reveals that Catholic ritual was not transplanted into the lifeworld, rather it has merged
with some practices, transforming them in the process. This transformation is not purely
something that has been imported and controlled by outside agencies (priests and the
church), but instead has been a dialectical process between the recent converts and the 'new

religion'.

I shall look at two occasions that involve Catholic prayer within houses — one that includes
a rice meal, and another that does not. These are both occasions where participation is

largely restricted to those who live in the same zone.13 The rosary prayers are performed by
groups of people who go to each house of the zone in turn (usually visiting three houses per

evening) where a snack is served at the end of the prayers in each house. At birthday
prayers, however, a rice meal is served at the end of the prayers and usually it would only
be one house within the zone that hosted such an occasion on a given evening. Another
difference is that while occasions such as rosary prayers involve the circulation of people

12
Examples of these occasions are birthday blessings, rosary prayers, blessings for a family which had

suffered misfortune (accident or illness), and blessing the children starting a new school year or those
about to go far afield to work or study.
13 The kampung is divided into zones, each under the responsibility of two prayer leaders. The zones
are as follows (from longhouse towards Teng Bukap): Zone Ramin Betang, Zone Umang Kernong
Bapak, Zone Tunduk Duoh, Zone Batu Jepi, Tabai Zone and Teng Bukap Zone.
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going from house to house, birthdays are a celebration centred in one house, which draws
others in.

Catholics in Kampung Gayu perform rosary group prayers twice a year in every house of
their zone within the kampung. The first rosary prayers that I attended were in Tabai Zone.

Although my neighbours lived in Teng Bukap Zone, they were obliged to attend because of
the vagaries of the zoning system. Teng Bukap Zone includes only six Gayu families. Of
these six, two are Muslim, one rarely participates in Catholic gatherings and the other
houses an Anglican woman who is widowed, lives alone and never participates in

community events. The remainder of Teng Bukap Zone is located in Patos some three or

four miles distant.

We set off to the first house at 7.45 p.m. to discover that the prayers had already started.
There were around thirty people crowded into the front room, sitting on a kasah, a mat

woven of rattan and bark strips. We sat facing a make-shift altar against one wall: a small
table covered with a white cloth holding two lit candles, a crucifix, two vases of flowers, a

bottle of holy water and two pictures of the Virgin Mary.

There were two male prayer leaders officiating and one of them accompanied the hymns on

his guitar. The gathering was mainly of women and children. When the prayers were

finished, orange squash and biscuits were offered around and these were quickly consumed
before everyone (apart from the elderly couple of this house who were both practicing

dukun) moved on. The younger members of this household who were Catholic also joined us

for the prayers in the next house.

Whereas we had approached the first house via a dark path at the side of the road, the
second had a concrete driveway leading up to it. The first house had been similar in
construction to the longhouse with hardwood frames, tetiak (rolled out bamboo) walls with a

bamboo tanju (drying platform or veranda) reached by a tenguah (notched wood ladder). The
interior was fairly bare apart from a small television and a couple of plain wooden
cupboards. The second house was built of concrete and had a three piece suite, display
cabinets, television and a standing fan.

Again most people sat on the floor on kasah to say the prayers and then we quickly had some

drinks, biscuits and other snacks. When we moved on to the final house for the evening,
members of the second household also joined the group. After repeating the same activity in
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the third house we all rapidly dispersed back to our own houses with little in the way of
socialising. By this time it was around 9.30 p.m.

These rosary prayers felt like work. The whole business was done quickly and efficiently: the
prayers were said at speed and there was no lingering over the snacks. The main continuity
that I saw here was the fact that just like in Adat Gaivai rituals, when the prayers were long
and tedious and the 'work' to be done far outweighed the socialising, then it was generally
the women who were responsible for doing them. During the harvest festival (Gaivai Sawah),
for instance, it was the women's job to chant the beris into the early hours of the morning
while the male dukun slept soundly nearby. The rosary prayers were a Catholic obligation
and the women shouldered the burden of responsibility for their households.

There was no reason for the women to dominate the rosary prayers apart from the fact that

they were held on Wednesday evenings when many men were away from home working in
town, or else, (presumably) not long home from work and too tired to participate. The very

fact that these prayer groups were scheduled during the week appears to be a way of

ensuring that it was the women who would have to be the ones who represented their
households. The birthday blessing was a different affair since it was held on a Saturday.14

Every household in the zone was invited and a representative of each was expected to
attend. Interestingly enough, it was predominantly men who attended.

Infants' birthdays are celebrated at the age of two months and again at around eight months.
If the family can afford the expense of hosting the occasion then they might celebrate again
when the child turns two. These are held to bless the child and yet the occasion is a social
one for adults rather than for children. Any children who attend are mostly those belonging
to the host household. Older children and adults do not, as a rule, celebrate birthdays — in
fact in the early days of fieldwork I discovered that elderly people did not know their ages

let alone date of birth. Adolescents occasionally hold birthday parties but they do not

involve prayer and they are attended by a select group of friends rather than an entire zone.

One of the birthday parties that I attended was for an eight month old baby. As usual, it was

held on a Saturday evening, which meant that most of the men who live and work in town

during the week were back for the weekend. The attendance reflected this since around two
thirds of those attending were men. Many of the women were there to do their duties as

14
Birthdays and weddings are held at weekends so that the maximum number of people are able to

attend.
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Ladies' Guild members for that zone. Their duties included cooking and serving the food
and clearing up afterwards.

Once again an altar (similar to the rosary group with the addition of a birthday cake) was set

up in the main room and the men sat on the floor in the main space in front of it. Women
and a small number of children sat in the area next to the external door where there was also

access to the kitchen. The child's father initiated the proceedings with a brief speech of
welcome and then the standard prayer book format was followed. A prayer leader led the
prayers and the responses, read from the prayer manual, and these were interspersed with
hymns. Then a girl read a passage from the Bible. When one of the prayer leaders took the
floor, he prayed that the family would continue to enjoy good health and that the little girl
would grow up to one day work in an office or some other 'good' job which would allow her
to take care of her parents.

A prayer leader blessed the parents and child with holy water, which was also sprinkled
around the room. Everyone sang 'Happy Birthday' (in English) and then we cleared the floor
to make room for the food. The guests sat in rows with dishes of food between them.
Chicken and vegetable dishes were placed in bowls and everyone ate rice from the leaves in
which they were wrapped. The men ate first while the Ladies' Guild served and cleared —

they took their meals later along with the children when space was available. When the rice
meal was over, bottles of langkau (distilled alcohol) were passed around and the men began
to drink, chat and smoke. One of the dukun was there representing his household although
he did not belong to this zone. The grandfather of the child was still a follower of Adat Gawai
and he, like the dukun, refrained from joining in the prayers. They both sat apart from the
others until the meal began.

There is no doubt that the rice meal makes for a proper celebration. While the rituals of Adat
Gazvai always had this celebratory element, something else appears to be going on in the
rituals of Catholicism. When the prayers are over, and the eating and drinking commences,

there are no more prayers to end the event and return the boundaries between realms to
their rightful places. While those who attend a farm gawai share in the vitality of the
offerings, sociality and the incorporation of difference are emphasised. The shared rice meal
at a Catholic ritual, however, offers the possibility of generating prestige for a limited
number of individuals. While sociality is still central and becomes the source of continuity,
the rice meal has become a site where both incorporation, sociality and yet the
demonstration of difference is revealed all at the same time.
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PLATE 23



Selfish bodies

When it is time for the rosary prayers, people who live within a relatively short walk of each
other can gather together to share in the Catholic obligation. The sharing of prayer is an

occasion for bringing people together under the direction of prayer leaders. Hospitality is
minimal. On a practical level this is because people are obliged to go from house to house,
and if they average three houses per night then it is unlikely that they could do equal justice
to full rice meals, nor could they accomplish the prayers until late into the evening. These
events lack the sociable atmosphere of birthdays or other occasions when a rice meal is
offered — the emphasis is on getting the prayers done in each house.

A big difference between the circulating prayer groups and the birthday celebration is that
the latter is one of the events where people gather together in one house. Here is a similarity
to the padi ritual, for they both draw in an audience (albeit one consisting mainly of spirits)
focused on one household. So bearing in mind the similarity, how is potency played out
here?

The various house-centred rituals that are held in Gayu achieve a number of things. They are

occasions that demonstrate potency in quite a different way. Whereas potency on the farm is
shared between all those who attend the ritual, Catholic rituals are occasions for

emphasising the prestige of certain individuals. During rosary prayers the prayer leaders are

in charge (kuasa) and although their performance is extremely low key, it is nevertheless a

prestigious office. The leading of prayer is an opportunity for them to demonstrate their
potency. When the occasion involves a rice meal, however, this creates the potential for
generating prestige for the hosts.

Janowski (1991) showed how rice was central to the creation of prestige in a Kelabit

community: both through successful farming of rice and the ability to feed large numbers of
people at ritual feasts. At celebratory meals in Gayu, everyone quietly notes the different
dishes of food and the forms of liquid refreshments that are offered. Hosts provide the best
that they can afford in terms of side dishes of meat or chicken and the provision of some

form of alcohol and someone can gain a reputation as a generous host, as well as providing a

convivial atmosphere. It is a fine balancing act, for despite good food, a host must also be
respected and liked in order to draw a large crowd. It is clear from the events that I attended
that the potency of a host is demonstrated by being able to draw large numbers of people to
his house.

154



At these events then, the demonstration of potency may be twofold: the prayer leader is
kuusci during the religious beginning to the evening but when the food arrives it is the host
who then is able to signify his potency in turn. The host is able to draw a large number of
people to the gathering both because it is the 'thing to do' for people to attend and also
because that person will, over time, achieve a reputation for the kind of hospitality which is
most valued. The rice meal has been incorporated into the Catholic rituals, but its salience
has been transformed in the process. It is yet another example of rice being a focal point for
exploring the changes that have taken place in Pinyawa' communities.

The rice meal is largely dissociated from the ritual, and rather than a sharing of vitality (or
potency) by those who share the meal, the host generates prestige by the event. Continuity
between the two ritual forms remains embedded in the notion of gazvai: gathering together to

celebrate, the celebration made complete with the sharing of a rice meal. It seems that shared

activity has taken precedence over the sharing of vitality. This, reminiscent of the padi ritual,
is also in counterpoint to loss and fragmentation.

As I explained in Chapter 4, the majority of people no longer live in the longhouse and this is
the cause of some nostalgia by elderly people. Younger people (in their forties or less)
maintain a stoic assertion that life is better now: they have more autonomy, private

compounds, and they no longer have to carry the harvest up and down the hill. The latter is
said by people who do not grow a great deal of padi (if at all). It is clear, however, that all
this shared activity must be responding to something — and this is where we find another
continuity to the gatherings of Adat Gawai.

The endless demonstrations of community, togetherness and mutual aid are a way of

minimising what has been (for some) a traumatic period of rapid change and feelings of loss.
Elderly people wise in the knowledge of farming techniques and ritual, at a period in their
lives when they would have been readying the next generation of dukun to take their place,
no longer have positions of authority or value. Having lived their lives in longhouses,
surrounded by companionship, they face an old age where, as they become less mobile, they
become increasingly isolated from their peers. They endure loss, many of them now Catholic
and under the tutelage of those half or even a third of their ages.

Those who are in their late forties and even early fifties are the ones who grew up in

longhouses observing rituals and prohibitions. They chose Catholicism and motorbikes;
concrete houses and wage labour — and yet, for all their agency — they too are torn. They
sometimes remember the 'communal' living with fondness and yet are quick to point out
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how much better off they are now. But having made a success out of finding new ways of

making a living, engaging with the 'modern' lifestyles in the towns and on televisions, they
too are caught in a kind of perpetual fracture. Feeling that the kampung is home, they
nevertheless aspire to the trappings of life in the towns —yet knowing that they cannot
make their lives there. They must face the loss of their children to the towns — at least until

they marry and have their own children and may trickle back to the kampung.

While this is still a 'community' in every sense of the word, it is one divided. While all the
shared activity brings people together in response to the loss of longhouse living, these
occasions where potency is centred on individuals rather than on the gathering is just one

more way in which difference is highlighted and maintained. These are selfish bodies that

keep potency to themselves, that engage with the poetics of the centre by turning their backs
on the periphery.

While the dukun could be regarded as 'conjurors of power' (Anderson 1972), the prayer

leaders too could be seen in a similar way, but to a more limited extent. Hierarchy has been
rather subtly introduced into the equation. The prayer leaders are subordinate to the priest: a

highly prestigious office. Through consubstantiation and the eucharist, the congregation is
given the opportunity to recreate the consumption and sharing of potency that they enjoyed
through 'traditional' padi ritual — which shall be explored further in the following chapter.
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Incorporating Catholicism: Continuity and Transformations

The theme of loss has subtly woven its way through this thesis. This story of change and
movement, fracture and unity, would not be complete without hearing more from the voices
of those whom I write about. The conversion accounts of Gayu people are merged with
experiences of being Catholic in this locality and I try to do justice to the variety of
interpretations and understandings that I found in the field. Flowing through these stories
are continuities that link the preceding chapter to this one — indeed bringing Adat Gawai
and Catholicism into the same line of vision. It is the fluidity between the two that makes the
case for conversion as incorporation.

Here I shall focus on narratives of conversion: the talked about reasons for converting, which

usually place the burden of gawai preparations at the centre of any discussion of motivations
for becoming Catholic. As one might expect, however, there are variations on the theme
related to the age of informants and other factors. Most people talked about the practical
benefits that they perceived as resulting from conversion to Catholicism, again highlighting
work and time as central themes in their narratives.

When talking about why they converted to Catholicism, people in Gayu rarely, if ever,

mention anything about 'belief or 'disbelief and I argue here that a focus on 'belief' as an

issue central to conversion simply leads a false trail. I argue that conversion to Christianity is
not about 'faith' and propositional statements regarding the truth of one religion over the
other (Tooker 1992), instead it is more a matter of incorporation. This incorporation takes
various forms according to an individual's understanding of the two 'religions'. For some,

being Catholic is perceived as not being very different to following Adat Gawai; others regard
the two as being worlds apart. Common to all, however, is the flow between the two

depending on particular contexts and this suggests that incorporating Catholicism into the
lifeworld is a more appropriate interpretation of conversion rather than representing it as a

sharp break with the past.

In a review of the sociology of conversion, Snow and Machalek stress the need to regard
accounts of conversion as objects for analysis rather than as 'objective data'. They suggest
that accounts are socially constructed, influenced or generated by what converts are taught
to be appropriate accounts. These are linked to the individual's 'spiritual growth' and/or
ideological or organisational change within the group and hence may be reconstructed over

time (Snow and Machalek 1983:175-176). Although they do not refer to the literature
addressing social memory, issues that I discussed in Chapter 1 with regard to oral history
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clearly apply here too. They write, 'personal biographies and identities are redefined

continuously in the light of new experience' and these accounts reveal more about the

present than the past lives of the converts (ibid: 177).1 Although it is not possible to say

anything about the changes in converts' accounts since this was so recent, it is clear that a

common thread runs through all of these stories, emphasising the decision to change
religions as a 'rational' choice based on practicalities. This is a common theme in literature on

religious change in Southeast Asia (see Kammerer 1991; Keane 1995: 301,1996:144; Tooker

1992).

The most startling thing that I learned when listening to these narratives, was that the main

preoccupation of the converts appeared to be with both the amount of work involved in the

gathering and preparation of offerings, and the greater convenience of the new religion.
'Belief' or 'faith' was rarely, if ever, mentioned. This very pragmatic approach to religious

change is mirrored by a general focus on ritual action rather than on 'belief. Of all the
conversion stories that I heard, Babai and Teyung Steven's provided the most extreme

expression of this focus on practicalities.

The man who didn't want to kill chickens

Babai and Teyung Steven live in a small concrete house in Patos, some distance from Gayu.

They moved there to be closer to their farmlands at a time when people were beginning to
move out of the longhouse in favour of roadside dwellings. All of their four children are

now married and live elsewhere.

We sat down on the floor just inside the doorway, enjoying the slight breeze wafting in from
outside. We exchanged pleasantries for a while, Pat (my neighbour) explaining who I was

and what I was interested in. When Babai Peter realised that we wanted to talk to his wife,

he returned to the veranda and shortly afterwards disappeared out of sight. Some time after
he had gone we got onto the topic of religion. Both of the elderly couple were Catholic and
had been so for some time. Neither of them had been dukun.

I was surprised to discover that they had begun going to the church much earlier than other
converts in their age group therefore I asked what made them do so. I had also been told by
many couples that it was the women who first went to church out of 'curiosity' and their
husbands had followed later so I asked if she had been the first to attend the church. Her

response was even more surprising.

'On social memory see Fentress and Wickham (1992), Tapp (1990) and Tonkin (1992) who make
similar points.

158



"Well no, it was like this," she said, stretching her legs out before her and making herself
comfortable. "One time I went to Kuching to see one of my children. I was away for about
two weeks and when I came back I found out that my husband had been going to church
while I was away. Before that I never even thought about becoming Christian. But my

husband said to me, why not become Christian then we won't have to kill chickens any

more."

We laughed and she continued, "Well, when we were following Adat Gawai my husband had
to do the mipis [basic offerings and chicken sacrifice] on the padi farm. I didn't have much to
do except gather the things and prepare the offerings. Often one of the dukun would come to

help do the gawai but my husband sometimes had to do it alone and that meant killing a

chicken. He just hates killing them and I don't like it much either."

She then talked of how at first she was reluctant to convert because she did not know what

to do in a church but Babai Steven talked her round. He assured his wife that it was fine,

everyone was really welcoming and it was not a problem if they did not know the prayers —

they could just 'sit down' and watch everyone else. "And that was how it happened," Teyung
Steven said. "I went along and everyone was friendly and," she laughed, "no more chickens!"

We enjoyed this story immensely, and Teyung Steven evidently relished the telling of it.
After we had stopped laughing, she insisted that although it was a good story to tell, it really
was the main reason why they became Catholic. Of course, there were the preparations for

gawai that she had to do in the past, but she really had not minded gathering all the plants
and making up the offerings. "It was those chickens. My husband really, really hated killing
them."

Although this story is a somewhat bizarre example of the emphasis on the doing of religion,
this is echoed by almost all of the people who talked to me about their conversion to

Christianity. The performance of the rituals are phrased in terms of the work involved, the
time spent on preparing rituals and the loss of work time in the farms when observing the
period of restriction afterwards: by becoming Catholic, they avoided the burden of these
preparations and taboo periods. Many people also added something to the effect that being
Catholic was much easier and often included some mention that one only had to 'sit down'
in the church on Sundays. Conversion narratives in almost every case focused on

practicalities. These stories took me by surprise. I expected to hear of 'faith' and 'belief': of
losing one and gaining another, of gradually coming to 'disbelieve' in the spirits, replacing
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them with Jesus and God. This absence is echoed in the literature from elsewhere in

Southeast Asia.

Kammerer, referring to Akha people in Thailand, writes: 'Most Akha converts to Christianity
are simply seeking a replacement zahv that is cheaper and easier than their own' (1991: 288).
Zahv, is equivalent to the term adat, and it is clear that the Akha regard the practice of their
'traditional' religion in much the same way as do the Bidayuh: that is by focusing on ritual
practice more than on 'belief. According to Kammerer this causes problems for the
(Protestant) missionaries who regard 'faith' and 'belief as central to conversion and the

participation in church ritual while their converts do the Christian zahv without framing their
actions in terms of 'belief' (ibid).

Similarly, Tooker (also discussing the Akha) writes of the pragmatic reasons for conversion
to Christianity, emphasising the centrality of ritual action. Indeed, she states that her
informants did not use the word 'belief in the context of religion since they spoke of zahv as

something that is 'carried' rather than 'believed' in (1992: 802). Tooker suggests that 'belief' is
often used in a Western sense, which does not fit in this particular context. Furthermore, she
writes,

I am here defining 'belief' in the narrow, although perhaps primary, Western sense of
referring to a mental state or conviction in which a doctrine or proposition concerning
one's world-view is affirmed as true rather than false. In relation to animism, this
would mean holding a conviction that spirits really exist. Note that, defined as a
mental state, 'belief presupposes inferiority. Throughout my fieldwork, I found that
the only evidence of religious 'belief', in this sense, could be discovered in something
like 'practice'. The 'beliefs' themselves could only be inferred. The Akha did not
express their religious 'beliefs' as beliefs. While 'belief' clearly has a role in
understanding a religion such as Christianity in which it is a dominant concept, does
it have any relevance for understanding Akha indigenous religiosity? (Tooker 1992:
802)

Similarly, Van Der Veer questions assumptions that 'belief and conversion are everywhere
linked to an 'interior state' and suggests that for missionaries the problem arises when
locating 'the sincerity of conversion in "inner" experience' (1996: 15).

Needham, using his fieldwork among the Penan as a starting point, questions whether
'belief is a universal human capacity. He came to the realisation that "I believe in God" was a

sentence that could not be translated into the Penan language although they talked of a God.
He also re-examined the literature on the Nuer and found that although Evans-Pritchard
maintained reservations on this point, linguistic evidence indicated that the Nuer are able to

express 'belief in terms of an interior state. Needham concludes that although the Nuer may
be able to talk about 'belief in God, 'belief is not a discriminable mode of experience' (1972:
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206). He begins his book berating anthropologists for assuming 'belief' to be a universal
human capacity; for using the term unproblematically without proper definition; and for the
common practice of regarding 'belief as an inevitable component of religion (Needham 1972:
3-21). He then moves towards the conclusion that 'belief is problematic when applied (not
just to the Penan or the Nuer) to any society, since it is impossible to determine what a

statement such as "I believe in God" means: whether the statement of 'belief is true or not,

and what the experience of this interior state entails. He provides a long discussion via
citation of a range of philosophers, to show how Christian 'belief' and the English usage of
the term is also ambiguous. Needham questions the validity of investigating 'belief' in other
societies when the word carries ambiguity in our own (ibid: 224).

One passage struck me as highly significant, which Needham fails to elaborate on to any

extent.

Is it perhaps that Nuer thought is relatively crude, and that their system of ideas about
Spirit simply does not provide for the recognition of the presumptive fact that they
believe? The Meru of Kenya, for example, may be in much this kind of situation, 'The
idea of God for the Meru is not a very clear one: they take for granted the presence of
God in the world, something self-evident, that one does not discuss: He is there, that
is all' (Bernardi 1959: 123). From a report of this nature it might be inferred that such a
matter-of-fact and uncritical conception of God does not pose to the consciousness of
the Meru the possibility, or the degree, of dubiety which would occasion the notion of
belief. There might be no point, that is, in providing lexically for the assertion 'I
believe in God' when God's existence and presence are so taken for granted that no
other possibility is either given in Meru collective ideation or occasioned in individual
thought (Needham 1972: 24-25).

What Needham fails to do here is to explain why one might infer that Nuer or Meru thought
is 'relatively crude' because they do not question the existence of God/Spirit. He examines

linguistic evidence to show that, in fact, the Nuer language is able to express all sorts of
complex interior states, and that missionaries have found several words that translate
roughly as 'belief' or 'faith', yet he fails to address the Meru evidence in any detail. I am

inclined to wonder what relationship the Meru people have with their God(s) and how this

impinges on their daily lives. Perhaps, like in Kampung Gayu, the possibility of daily
interaction with the spirits makes questioning their existence seem irrelevant. In this context
it is superfluous to state a belief in, or question the existence of, the patently obvious.

Reflecting back on my fieldwork in Gayu, the absence of 'belief statements' in conversion
narratives startled me at first, but I never assumed that because they did not mention God or

Jesus that 'belief was not somehow tied into their Catholic practices. It is only now, back in

Edinburgh writing this thesis, confronting this literature, I realise that I assumed 'belief on
the part of my informants. I never asked anyone if they believed in God and no-one ever
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said that they did. In any case, if I had asked, as Snow and Machalek (1984) suggest for
accounts of conversion, informants may have simply reiterated the received response

learned as catechumen.

The Pinyawa' language does allow for statements of the kind 'I believe in God'. The Biatah

dictionary defines the word pinyabah as 'belief (the noun) and sabah as the verb 'believe'

(Nais 1988: 442 & 512). In a Biatah prayer book, the prayer of belief or faith begins: 'O Tapa,
aku sabah di Kaani (Chai 1994: 6) which translates as, 'Oh God, I believe in You'. Simply
because there are words for 'belief or 'faith' used as they are today, however, does not

necessarily indicate that they have always been used in this way. Although I am unable to
comment on the 'pre-contact' use of the words 'pinyabah' and 'sabah', ethnography from
elsewhere in the world suggests that linguistic 'evidence' may not be an entirely reliable
indicator.

In South Africa, missionaries' efforts to translate the Bible into the vernacular involved what

the Comaroffs term 'linguistic colonialism'. This was evident in, they write,

[T]he commandeering of everyday terms like moruti ("teacher"), which took on the
connotation of "minister of the church", and modumedi ("one who agrees"), which came
to imply "Christian believer" ... these were subtle acts of appropriation rather than
bald mistranslations and hence were all the more invasive (Comaroff and Comaroff
1991: 218).

It is possible that the use of words such as pinyabah and sabah were similarly appropriated
and transformed by missionaries. Although belief statements did not appear in conversion
accounts, at other times, both practitioners of Adat Gawai and Catholics alike, used these
words.

People in Gayu do not state a belief in God when they talk of their reasons for becoming
Catholic just as those who practice Adat Gawai do not phrase their actions in terms of 'belief'.
But this is related to a different understanding of 'religion': or, more to the point, the lack of a

bounded category of knowledge such as the 'Western' notion implies. Indeed this spills over

into how rituals are imderstood and interpreted by those who perform them. 'Cosmology'
remains the concern of the frustrated anthropologist in search of a neatly packaged 'system
of beliefs': the fragmentary knowledge of the spirit worlds is of no consequence to those
whose main preoccupation is with the efficacy of their actions. Indeed, it often crosses my

mind that anthropologists who write comprehensive descriptions of cosmology take the
'interpretive art' into the realm of 'interpretive licence'.

Rather than orthodoxy, Gayu people focus on what Geertz (1993) has called 'orthopraxy': the
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detailed knowledge of how to do the rituals. I do not, by implication, then revert to a position
similar to Needham's: there are 'beliefs', but they are not easily or readily verbalised. To
borrow from Bourdieu (1977), the 'beliefs' are part of the habitus: the body of knowledge that
is unconsciously learned.

In the early days of my fieldwork, when I heard people talking about conversion in terms of
the practical benefits that it brought, my reaction was to suspect that this 'conversion' was

more about participating in a capitalist economy than being associated with any real change
of 'religion'. I heard only the words, and I took them literally. Although I, personally, do not
follow any religion, being brought up within a culture that is predominantly Christian left its
mark. I am ashamed to confess that I pounced gleefully on any signs of fluidity or

'syncretism' between the two 'religions', and this in tandem with the absence of 'belief
statements led me to that time-worn conclusion that many have made before me, namely,
that this 'conversion' was suspect.

Bacdayan (1970), for instance, writing of conversion in the Philippines, described the Luzon
converts as being 'affiliated' to the Catholic church until, some years later, 'belief' came to the
fore in local discourse. The implication was that until they began to talk of their practice of
Catholicism in these terms they were simply going through the motions: they were not

'proper' Catholics. This was based on imported ('Western') notions of religiosity, however,
rather than looking at how it was experienced locally.

In my own case, with time my understanding of what converts were saying to me changed. 1
went from assuming lack of belief on the part of Gayu converts to the exact opposite without
ever having asked anyone if they 'believed' in God. I never asked this question simply
because after being there for a certain period of time, the question no longer seemed either
necessary or appropriate. The difficulty is trying to write about what I learnt when it was

bound up with a subtle process of being there over a long period of time and experiencing
daily life and conversations.

On this 'implicit knowledge', Asad writes, 'When the child (or the anthropologist) becomes
adept at adult ways, what he has learnt becomes implicit, as assumptions informing a shared
mode of life that aspires to coherence but always contains areas of unclarity' (Asad 1993:
192). He suggests that the problem is then to communicate this knowledge within the
constraints of the 'academic game' when perhaps drama, music or dance might be better
vehicles than ethnography for what he describes as 'translating an alien form of life' (ibid:
193).
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Although no-one ever mentioned 'belief as a factor in their conversion, it is clear from what

Catholic converts do that their conversion does imply 'belief. The main 'problem of belief',
however, appears to stem from a predilection to separate action and thought in the analysis
of ritual action (Bell 1992). As Tooker suggests, 'belief' may be inferred from practice (1992:
802) and one of the main things that I learned was that when the local understanding of
'religion' is bound up with ritual action, then in fact, actions speak louder than words. I was

finally convinced of the embodied nature of 'belief when I attended the church in Kampung
Gayu on Good Friday.

The tears of the faithful

Easter in Kampung Gayu was emotionally charged. The last supper was commemorated on

the Thursday evening culminating in a re-enactment of the washing of the apostle's feet (see
plate 25). The church advisor was supposed to play Jesus but he had been called away on

police business so his wife played his part. Usually the prayer leaders would act as the

apostles but some of them were working in Kuching therefore other members of the

congregation were called on to replace them. At the end of the service (the priest was not in

attendance) the altar cloths and the decorative drapes lining the wall behind the altar were

removed. It was a low-key, poorly attended affair.

The following afternoon, just before 3.00 p.m., I returned to the church for the Good Friday
service. Once again the prayer leaders led the service in the absence of the priest. The
congregation packed into the church, overflowing on to the patio outside. The atmosphere
was extremely solemn, reinforced by the softness of the hymn singing. On an occasion such
as this with a full house, one would have expected the rafters to have shivered to the
refrains. This day was different.

The hymns were all slow and melodic; the church band strummed quietly in
accompaniment and there was no hand clapping. The prayer leaders lined up in front of the
altar to read the condemnation of Jesus: again there was some role-playing with the church
chairman taking on the role of Pilate. The prayer leader who was playing Jesus then began to
walk up and down the aisle carrying a large crucifix and a white cloth. In his walk to
'Calgary', two other prayer leaders closely followed him carrying candles. The congregation
was silent (see plate 26).

Finally the cross and the white cloth were placed on the steps to the altar and the
congregation began to queue in the aisle in front of it. On reaching the cross, they knelt
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down and kissed it, then filed out of the side door to re-enter the church from the front and

resume their seats. The chairwoman of the Ladies' Guild knelt beside the cross, holding it in
place so that it did not slip to the floor. By the time that many people had reached the
crucifix, they were in tears. Most people wiped tears from their faces as they rose, while
others began to cry as they filed out of the church. The Ladies' Guild chairwoman, kneeling
behind the source of grief, soon broke down and sobbed openly.

The church was bare of decoration: no altar cloths, drapes, or flowers; and the pictures of
Mary and the saints were turned to the wall. Only two candles burned next to the small
statue of Jesus that was placed on the top altar step. The lack of decoration added to the
mood of bleakness and grief felt by the congregation. By the end of the service, the tears had
dried but everyone was still very quiet and subdued.

The service of the light on the following day was a complete contrast. This began at dusk
with prayers around a huge bonfire on the grounds near the primary school. It seemed as

though the majority of the village had turned out to form a procession to the church.

Everyone carried candles and it formed a beautiful spectacle as night fell. We proceeded to
the church where everyone paused for prayers at the entrance and then filed in, still carrying
their candles. The band soon struck up the first hymn and judging by both volume and

tempo, it was clear that this was a night for rejoicing. The icons were once again smiling
down on freshly laundered altar cloths and white drapes; people were sporting their best
clothes and the mood was festive. At the end of the service people streamed up the road to

the balai raya (village hall) for the concert organised by the Ladies' Guild.

The display of grief over the crucifixion and the rejoicing on the following evening
demonstrated something significant. As Stromberg (1986) warns, however, any one religious
event does not necessarily imply a consensus over its meaning. It was hard not to be moved
by this outpouring of emotion and yet I simply do not know how many people cried because
they believed that Jesus died on the cross, and how many were moved by the tears of their
neighbours.

It seems to me, however, that whether or not 'belief' was a component of these actions is
beside the point. The event brought people together to share what could only be described
as a collective outpouring of emotion. Whether each person had a 'religious experience'; an

'emotional' experience; or a combination of both seems of little import. However one might
interpret the occasion, it was clearly intense. The symbol of Jesus on the cross and the re-
enactment of the crucifixion linked this moment once again to sacrifice — triggering feelings
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of loss.2 The service of the light on the following day was a massive celebration that again
played on the familiar theme of gathering together in counterpoint to loss (see Chapter 5).

This is not to say that the experience of conversion and the religious commitment that

people have is the same.3 It is, in fact, far from monolithic. Although conversion accounts

may reproduce the same kinds of stories, individuals vary in their interpretations of what it
means to be Catholic and this is reflected in what they do as much as it is an indication of the

knowledge of doctrine.

There were some, few though they were, who shed no tears on Good Friday. Among these
people were a number of elderly women whom I observed with interest over a number of
visits to the church. They usually sat together looking miserable for the duration of the
service and always seemed slightly out of step with everyone else. Sometimes they rose with
the rest of the congregation, at other times they remained seated; sometimes they would

begin to get to their feet and then sit down again; on other occasions I watched as they began
to stand just as the rest of the congregation were sitting back down. When I asked my

neighbour about them, she said that no-one expected the elderly to stand or kneel if they
were not very able and she thought that perhaps they just sat down because it was easier.
Towards the end of my fieldwork I visited one of the women and seized the opportunity to
hear her side of the story.

Conversions of necessity

I asked Teyung Augustine how she felt about going to church. It seemed that she had been a

catechuman for a short time along with her friends and although she said that she would
rather be following gawai she had no one else to do it with in her house. At the urging of her
daughter, she decided that she might as well go along to church and see what it was like.
She said she was bored in the church because she did not understand what was going on. It
did not matter that the prayers were in Biatah — she understood what they were saying but
just did not know what it was all about.

Teyung Augustine and her friends sat at the back of the room in their catechism class,

2 Linking the sacrifice of the padi field to the Christian sacrifice is not new. Early writers such as
Hubert and Mauss (1964 [1898]) made the connection that has been argued at great length by
Christian theologians. A more recent edited collection brings together the approaches of
anthropologists and theologians (Bourdillon and Fortes 1980). In this volume see particularly Sykes
(1980) and Campbell-Jones (1980). More recently see Jolly (1996).
3On the concept of commitment and the varied meanings that individuals place on different aspects of
their religiosity see Stromberg (1986). On the variability of the meanings of ritual more generally, see
Lambek (1993) and Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994).
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keeping very quiet so as not to draw attention to themselves. They were worried that they
would be asked a question that they could not answer. She said that she understood things
at the time, during the class, but would forget soon afterwards because, unlike the younger

people, she could not read. At least the others could look at the books afterwards.

I asked her if a prayer leader said prayers in the padi farm. "No, a Catholic neighbour does it
for us," she replied. "But I don't go to the farm any more. I'm not able to work on the farm so

I do small things like collect firewood." She did not know what prayers they said but
assumed that it must be the same as for gawai.

Teyung Cornelius told me much the same. Her husband died and her children were already
Catholic so she had no-one to help her do the gawai on the farm or to accompany her to the

large gawai where she used to join the other dayung beris. She told me that in her heart she
still follows Adat Gawai and remembers all of the peris. Now, as a Catholic, she still observes
some of the peris such as the bird omens. Her daughter-in law, who married into her ramin,
also had something of interest to say.

Sindo' Cornelius had begun going to church as a dare with her school friends. They had
been curious about what went on in the church, so they decided to go along for a look. She
said that everyone was very welcoming so she kept going. Interestingly enough, although
both of her parents had been dukun, they ended up being baptised before her and in the end
it was they who encouraged her to attend catechism classes and get baptised.

When she got married, she had to observe the peris followed by her in-laws who were then
both practicing dukun. She and her husband said their own prayers but in all things
connected to the padi farm they had to observe the gawai of their elders since the farm was

under their control. Now that the whole house is Christian, however, she still follows some

of the peris. She gave me the example of the taboos surrounding pregnancy and childbirth: "I
still follow them just in case ... I don't want to take the risk of breaking them."

The idea of doing something 'just in case' there might be something in it is discussed
elsewhere in the world as an example of 'religious practice' having no belief attached to it. In

Japan, for instance, someone might have a shinto shrine at home, attend a Buddhist temple
and get married in a Protestant church. This, Bowen informs us, does not mean that people
necessarily believe in all of these religions. Furthermore, he writes:

The place of religion in public life, even the definition of what "religion" is, thus
continues to be the subject of debate in Japan. What is clear in Japan, however, is that
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lines between religions are fuzzy, or rather that religions are not defined by the
individual's exclusive commitment to one set of doctrines as opposed to others. Japan
challenges our idea of what religion means for the individual, for the nation, and for
the state (Bowen 1999).

I regard the above as being just as easily subsumed in a similar way to the flow between
different practices in Kampung Gayu. As Bell suggests, if one does not separate action and
thought (1992), then the problem dissolves and all that is left is the matter of explaining how
the movement between 'religions' is negotiated.

Clearly some people do some things 'just in case', while others have no idea what they are

doing when they attend the church. Others, such as prayer leaders, however, have been on

numerous courses of religious instruction and have a detailed knowledge of Catholic
doctrine. Some of their number told me that they regarded the old peris as a lot of nonsense

that stood in the way of 'progress'. One man held up various prohibitions to ridicule, saying
things like, "In those days we couldn't leave the longhouse if we sneezed!" (Apparently this
was one of the bad omens.) Another of the prayer leaders explained a (Catholic) faith
healing session that we had attended as being simply a matter of asking God's blessing to
heal the sick, "Its not," he said emphatically, "anything to do with getting rid of bad spirits!"
Prior to this another Catholic had given me the opposite interpretation: the prayers were to
ask Jesus to cast out the evil spirits that had caused the sickness.

Adolescents are even further removed from Adat Gawai, many of them having been baptised
before they were old enough to remember much of the padi rituals. These are the people
who are more likely to draw firm boundaries between what they do and the practices of the
nyamba gawai: indeed they distance themselves from practices that they consider to belong to
the past. In subtle ways, and in some cases more overtly, they devalue the practices of the
elders and regard the dukun as being of little consequence. This reflects the fact that the
voices of the dukun (and the elderly in general) are muted in village affairs today.

Being Catholic in Gayu covers a range of interpretations of what this means according to
both age and knowledge. It is clear from conversion accounts that religious practice is the
central issue as is the case with those who follow Adat Gawai. Following the experience of the
Good Friday service I was forced to reconsider what these practices 'mean' in terms of
'belief. I was confronted with the realisation that no matter how different the expression of

religiosity might seem, my church-going friends in Gayu consider themselves to be Catholic
— and many of them would regard themselves as devout Catholics at that. I know that
questioning their 'belief would be highly offensive to them and would, in any case, be based
on ethnocentric assumptions on my part.
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The elderly women who said that they had no choice but to convert, and even the woman

who said that she still followed Adat Gazvni in her heart, might lead one to question what this
'conversion' amounted to. Central to understanding this however, is the fact that they
became Catholic because they thought that the Christian God could protect them and their

padi: it was a matter of exchanging what they considered to be one form of efficacious

practices for another. Their way of being was based on doing. By going to the church and

participating in Catholic practices they were being Christian, allowing them to tap into the
sources of potency that would enable the padi to grow, and their children and grandchildren
to enjoy good health.

The 'lack of choice' noted above raises some interesting questions regarding agency or the
lack of it. While agency and individual responsibility might seem central or indeed essential
to conversion to Christianity elsewhere in the world, agency too is a culturally specific
notion (see Asad 1996: 271-272; Errington and Gewertz 1991: 118-123). Sociality and

'community' in this part of the world takes much more precedence over the individual —

although this does not mean that people do not act as individuals. According to Errington
and Gewertz, in Melanesia, 'born again' Christians actually became 'altered persons' with a

perception of identity and agency that is in contrast to their 'indigenous background'. A clear
example of what they are talking about is provided by their use of an excerpt from another
ethnography of Oceania.

In the tightly interwoven and constantly public arenas of village life where persons
are conceptualized as enmeshed in interdependent relations of all sorts..., social and
moral thought frequently de-emphasize the individual as the primary locus of
experience (White 1991: 6 quoted by Errington and Gewertz 1991: 116).

Decisions to convert to Catholicism in Kampung Gayu were, on the whole, made by groups

of people who went to catechism classes together, said their first vows together and then
were baptised at the same time. It might be more appropriate to consider this as an act of
collective agency rather than focusing on individuals. As in Melanesia, the notion of the
'dividual' as opposed to 'individual' works well here too (see Strathern 1988). However, as

Errington and Gewertz note, conversion may involve a change in personhood from the
'dividual' to 'individual'.

There is evidence in Gayu today that there is, in fact, a change towards a more individually
orientated society. That is not to say that the community has fragmented to the extent that
mutual aid has disappeared — as previous chapters have shown, this is far from the case.

People today talk about the younger generation as being less socially minded, displaying a
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much less developed sense of kinship obligation than their elders. Of course, these sorts of
statements seem almost archetypal complaints between generations the world over,

however, a woman who was only in her thirties gave me some convincing examples of this.

She told me that when she was an adolescent, she was expected to take care of younger

siblings and any younger cousins, nephews or nieces that required looking after when their
parents went to work on the farms. She said that as a matter of course, neighbours might ask
her to help them out with childcare, and she felt obliged to do as she was asked. This, she
informed me, was quite normal for girls of her age in those days. Today, she said, the
teenagers had little or no responsibility. Furthermore, getting help with the children was not

something that people took for granted any more. Another thing that she was most

disapproving of was the lack of respect that they showed to their relatives. She said that
even young adults that she looked after as children sometimes drove past her on their
motorbikes without acknowledging her.

While this lessening sense of kinship obligation and a more self-centred way of living seems

to be on the increase among the younger people, it is true that individual households today
are much more obviously distinct from their neighbours with their display of wealth in
concrete, furniture and fashion. This is not sufficient evidence, however, to show that

Catholicism is responsible for creating 'altered persons'. It is impossible to say where the
influences came from — Catholic or otherwise — however, I am inclined to think that this is

more a result of participation in a capitalist economy than being the direct result of
conversion.

The vast majority of people went straight from one religion to the other, some of the women,

as I showed, feeling that there was 'no choice' in the matter. No longer able to perform one

form of ritual, they became Catholic in order to gain access to what was regarded as a viable
replacement. This is probably the major reason why those who farm padi go straight from
one religion to the other. An added incentive for those who were dukun is that they gain
access to protection against the possible wrath of the spirits.

In the following section I illustrate how the process of conversion may include a period of
danger when the catechuman is vulnerable to attack by the spirits. This period is a liminal
phase reminiscent of van Gennep (1960) and Turner's (1967) rites of passage, since during
this time the catechuman is neither a follower of Adat Gawai, nor a baptised Catholic. The
convert usually begins contact with Christianity by attending the church on Sundays and
talking to relatives and friends about what becoming Catholic involves. They then take the
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step of becoming catechumen (during which time they attend classes run by a visiting
catechist). It is usually around two years before the catechuman is accepted for baptism. The
period of potential danger from spirit attack appears to be in the early stages, before the
prospective convert gains the knowledge of new kinds of rituals.

When people talk of spirit attack and what it means to them, this is interpreted in various
ways. One woman explained this to me as the spirits signifying their displeasure at her
conversion. Babai Peter had a different experience.

Dreaming of Dayung lyang

When I asked Babai Peter why he decided to become Christian he shrugged his shoulders.

"My children wanted me to convert," he replied. "I was afraid to at first because I was the
Tua Gawai at the time and I thought the spirits would be angry with me. But my sons said
that they would protect me, that they would pray for me. They said that I had nothing to

worry about. I did it to make them happy." By this time, Babai Peter had been a catechuman
for a year and was not yet baptised.

"When you started going to church, did you have any problems with the spirits? Did

anything happen to you?" I asked. He shook his head. "No, nothing happened. Everything is
the same as before." I then asked him some questions about the practice of Adat Gawai. I

brought up the subject of 'spirit journeys' and communicating with the spirits and he said,
"I've never seen a spirit or felt their presence. Nothing bad ever happened to me when I did
Gawai. I was never attacked. And since I started going to church it's been the same."

I asked him how he compared the two religions. I wondered if he had been worried about
his padi when he converted at first. "No," he replied. "I didn't worry about the padi because
my son did the prayers for me — so it's the same thing. Anyway, there's not really much
difference between the two. We're still praying to Tapah.4 The only difference is that being
Catholic is much easier. You don't have the extra work of preparing the offerings; you just
have to sit down in the church on Sundays. Now I think how much time we used to waste
with the peris — that time could have been spent working on the farm."

'Wasting time' is a common theme in conversion narratives, and this ties in with the whole
notion of social value being attached to being 'hard-working' (see Chapter 3). Geddes
recorded the work of a sample of people in Mentu Tapuh over a one year period, which
4

Tapah is a collective term for the gods or spirits. Sometimes people refer simply to Tapah, at other
times distinguishing between Tapah Tanah (the god of the land), Tapah Padi (the god of padi) etc.
The Biatah bible and prayer books have adopted the word Tapah for the Christian god.
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prompted him to write the following:
But even if all the days of potential as well as actual restriction were included in the
totals given above, none of them would have been more than twenty-five days.
Therefore, when the days occupied in the actual carrying-out of religious ceremonies
and festivals, or in preparing for them, are also added to the Dayak totals, the balance
of Sabbaths is distinctly heavier on the side of the Christians. They have more
religious holidays than the pagans (Geddes 1954: 83).

To the above I would add that prayer leaders spend a great deal of additional time

officiating at birthday blessings, funerals, deathbed baptisms, and many other occasions.
Indeed Geddes did not even take the latter Christian gawai into consideration in terms of the
attendance of 'ordinary' people.

It was a few months before I saw Babai Peter again. I went to visit him (again with my

neighbour, Pat) to see if he could tell me about life in the village when he was a young man,

but he suddenly began to talk of his conversion. He wanted some help from Pat in her

capacity as a prayer leader because he had been under attack by the spirits. When he went to
his padi farm one day he was struck by something invisible. It felt as if he was being lashed
across his back by rattan. He was very frightened at the time and he still looked extremely
worried as he spoke.

"Now I can't sleep properly. I'm afraid to sleep. At night they come and try to tempt me." Pat

spoke soothingly to him for a while and then turned to me to explain what was going on.

"When Bai sleeps, young beautiful women come to him and tell him to go with them. They
are his temptation. They are trying to stop him from becoming Christian."
"Do you mean he is dreaming of them — having nightmares?" I enquired.
"No, they must be Dayung Iyang coming to try to stop him converting, to make him go

back."5

Dreaming of Dayung Iyang, as indeed dreams of any people, were (and for many people still
are) considered as visits from the dead. Therefore when they spoke of the 'temptation'
offered by the women in the old man's dreams, this was meant literally.

The discussion then turned to different protective strategies that Babai Peter might employ.
Pat favoured sprinkling his pillow with Holy Water and placing a rosary beneath it. Then
she began to investigate possible reasons why he could be under attack — apart from the
obvious fact of his conversion.

"Did you take your samon and bewan to the church to be blessed?" she asked. He nodded.
5

Dayung Iyang literally translates as Woman Iyang. Although the rice goddess is referred to as Iyang
Tapah, former female dukun (also known as dayung beris) who have died are sometimes called
Dayung Iyang (see Chapter 3).
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"What about the other things you used for GawaiV

Reluctantly he admitted that he had kept his bottle of 'sping (best described as the Adat
Gawai equivalent of holy water) because people wanted to use it. Pat informed me that it had

many uses. "If someone has a pain they rub on some 'sping for healing. If somebody has a job
interview then they come and sprinkle a few drops on themselves so they get the job. It's
used for many things, that's why they wanted him to keep it." It then came out that the

people who were using it included converted Catholics of various ages. By the time that we

left I was glad to note that he seemed a little reassured. Pat had suggested that he talk to the
priest when he next visited the village.

The fact that Babai Peter had been encouraged not to take the 'sping to the church with his
other ritual objects is indicative of a number of things. The most obvious point is that his
relatives wanted the best of both worlds: they had discarded the inconveniences of Adat
Gawai while retaining some of the benefits of the old. Yet the efficacy of the object was not

challenged despite the fact that its very potency was absorbed from the spirits of Adat Gawai.
This returns me once more to the notion of incorporation: becoming Catholic did not have to
mean that there was now a whole new lifeworld to live, instead, Catholic practices were

absorbed into what already existed.

In all of my conversations with dukun, there was never any talk of one adat being better than
another or any questioning of the existence of Allah or Jesus or Buddha. After all, a lifeworld
that includes a countless array of spirits and demons is well equipped to take on a few more.

Geddes had something similar to say of Mentu Tapuh.
This brings us round again to an important feature of Land Dayak belief, which may
have great significance for the future. This is that no single religious system is
believed to be the only possible one. The approach of the people is pragmatic. They
follow one cult rather than another because they believe that it is the best for them —
the most successful way they know for dealing with the unseen world and for
ordering their personal lives and their community — and not because it is the highest
truth or of any absolute value in itself (Geddes 1954: 33).

I thought about Babai Peter's problems for some time and I kept coming back to his
experience of spirit attack on his farm. There are several interpretations of this event. Babai
believed that he received punishment from the spirits that manifested itself in physical pain.
Pat wavered between accepting that he had been attacked by the spirits, or that this was a

'temptation' from the Christian God — a test of faith. This appears to illustrate that the old
man, and perhaps Pat as well, in becoming Catholic, had taken on another religion which
had not entirely replaced the old. To feel physical pain, his 'belief' in the power of the spirits
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must have been very strong.

This elderly man converted to please others rather than from any disillusionment with his
earlier religion. His story illustrates that his conversion did not necessarily imply a loss of
'belief in the spirits of Adat Gaivai. One of the things that he told me kept coming to mind
during my fieldwork and during the process of writing in Edinburgh. "Its the same thing —

we're still praying to Tapah."

Incorporating Jesus

Babai Steven's statement that Catholicism is not much different to his earlier religion is a

provocative one that would be contested by some and agreed with by others. By comparing
the practices of the two religions, however, it becomes clear that the policy of 'inculturation'
adopted by the Catholic Church paves the way for interpretations such as this. Translation
of the Bible and prayer books using indigenous words borrowed from Adat Gawai and the

attempt to replace farm gawai with Catholic prayer combine to blur the boundaries between
the two religions. While the boundaries remain more distinct for those with little knowledge
of Adat Gawai, there are certain contexts where the boundaries disappear altogether and
these are situations that highlight conversion as incorporation rather than as a clear cut

replacement.

Inculturation has been adopted as a response to what the church has perceived as a need to

make the practice of Catholicism more relevant and connected to local cultural contexts.

Pope John Paul II writes of the need for missionaries to immerse themselves in a culture in
order to better understand how to communicate the gospel within particular communities so

that,

Developing ecclesial communities, inspired by the Gospel, will gradually be able to
express their Christian experience in original ways and forms that are consonant with
their own cultural traditions, provided that those traditions are in harmony with the
objective requirements of the faith itself (1991: 70).

One of the parish priests explained this to me in more detail. He said that rather than
syncretism, it is a matter of adopting traditional forms into Christian worship. The example
that he gave was the Gawai Mass (the harvest mass) which may include traditional dance,
gong music and even the use of altars constructed in the form of those of Adat Gawai. He was

aware of the connection to 'traditional' ritual of all three elements but said that this was

using forms meaningful to the people themselves and dedicating them to the worship of
God. As Father Simon put it, "Faith brings out what is good in the culture and the culture
enriches the expression of the Catholic faith".
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As Wikan (1988) clearly demonstrated with her study of Islam in two different societies

(Egypt and Bali), a society's culture shapes the practice and interpretation of a religion rather
than the other way around. In Kampung Gayu this is no different — indeed the policy of
inculturation appears to have been developed with this understanding in mind. While the
localising of Catholicism is predominantly in the hands of the priests, they cannot control the
meanings that their parishioners attribute to the merging of Catholic prayer with
'indigenous' rituals.

As I indicated earlier with reference to the padi rituals of Adat Gawai, the prayers call on the
spirits of deceased dukun to protect the crop and those who farm it. The Catholic prayers can

be interpreted in a similar way. Instead of a recitation of dukuns' names, there is a recitation
of a long list of saints and the prayers even draw on vocabulary that links directly into the
non-Catholic lifeworld. For instance, in the prayers to bless the farm at the time of the first

clearing, there are phrases asking god to remove any bad spirits or ghosts from the land.
('Mite Kaam pibu umot mindo ...'/ [we] beseech You to drive off umot and ghosts ...).6 Umot, or

muat as they are called in the Pinyawa' dialect, are another class of beings that may or may

not be of evil intent depending on which ones they are. The priest who composed this prayer

tapped into the local language in order to make the prayer more meaningful, however,

elderly people such as Babai Peter cannot help but think that the prayer has the same aim as

the Adat Gawai ritual: driving malevolent spirits from the land.

Another source of continuity to the ritual of Adat Gawai is in the area of sacrifice and

potency. Although 'sacrifice' is played out in very different ways in the church, it links in to
the consumption of vitality and potency, which I discussed in Chapter 5. Indeed, it was

Father Simon who first drew my attention to this when I was tentatively seeking his reaction
to the fact that some of his elderly converts saw little difference between the two religions.
As far as he was concerned, this was not a problem. It was all about worship, and although
the pre-Christian one was misguided in his eyes, they used the same kinds of symbols.
Informed by his considerable knowledge of theological doctrine and debates (he had a
Masters degree from the Vatican University), he told me, "It's all about the blood and the
body."

Leach provides a brief discussion of the Mass and the sacrifice that is worth quoting at
length.

Sacrifice in Christianity appears only in vicarious symbolic form as a reference to
mythology. According to the myth, the god-man Christ was murdered by men of evil

6 From 'Simayang NgawaH (the prayer for the first clearing of the farm) in Chai 1988: 197.
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intent. But by a complex transformation this has retrospectively become a sacrifice, in
that the murder was willed by God. The sacrifice is Christ himself and the priest, in
offering the bread and wine to the congregation as 'the body and blood of Christ', is,
by implication, timelessly repeating the sacrifice at the behest of the divine Donor
(Leach 1985: 92).

During that grief-stricken moment in the church on Easter Friday, the drama of sacrifice was

literally played out to the congregation. Yet, through the Mass and the consumption of the
Eucharist, this drama is re-enacted over and over again (ibid; Campbell-Jones 1980). Writing
of sacrifice and the Eucharist in three different convents, Campbell-Jones reports of one

order: 'they explained that the 'sanctifying grace' received through communion kept one's
soul alive and helped one to keep free from sin' (1980: 96). The language of power is not far
away in her discussion, particularly when looking at the relationships of hierarchy between
priest and nuns in the three communities. She also talks of the immense 'power' of the priest
as the one who effects the transformation of bread and wine into blood and body.

This can usefully be carried through into the Mass in Kampung Gayu. By connecting to my

discussion of sacrifice and consumption in Adat Gawai, we can also revisit the discussion of
Southeast Asian notions of 'potency'. The priest, by whose agency the host is transformed, is

certainly one who could be described as 'conjuring with power' (see Anderson 1972). When
it was time for the Eucharist, members of the congregation queued up at the front of the altar
in two lines. If one of the nuns of the parish had accompanied the priest then she would help
to administer the host to one of the lines of people; otherwise the duty would fall to the
church chairman.7 Once each person had received the host, the person would file out of the
side door beside the altar and re-enter the church from the front. On resuming their places,

they knelt in prayer until they had consumed the host.

In yet another similarity to the consumption of the sacrificial animal, those who consumed
the host were at the same time consuming the simangi of Jesus (the word used in the
Eucharist prayers), thereby absorbing potency or vitality. While the Bidayuh lifeworld
incorporates Jesus, by the act of eating, he is also incorporated into the bodies of those who
take the host. Despite all the varying levels of understanding of Christian doctrine, and
indeed, varying levels of commitment to Catholic practice, the consumption of the simangi of
Jesus through the Eucharist is understood by all.

How does this connect with the previous chapter's discussion of how the poetics of power

are performed on the periphery? Again the flow of potency is very similar. The priest, as

7 The first time that I witnessed the nun and priest working together in this manner, I was immediately
reminded of the complementary roles of male and female dukun.
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conjuror, demonstrates that he is a man of potency. However, when the robes come off after
the Mass, he becomes once more an ordinary person (daya biasa). The Eucharist is a means of

sharing potency throughout the congregation in much the same way as people once

consumed the vitality or potency of the chicken. The constraints on the wielding of potency
are similar to the 'theatre states' too: it seems that 'potency' is in the eye of the beholder.

Father Simon comes to Gayu

Father John had been extremely popular, so when he left to take up a post in the seminary in
Kuching, there was quite a bit of speculation over who might replace him. As it happened,
another young priest who had not long returned from studying in Rome was posted to the
parish of St. Anne. When Father Simon gave his first Mass in Kampung Gayu, he seemed a

little nervous — no doubt aware of how he was being 'sized up' by the congregation.

Father Simon was an enthusiastic supporter of bringing local meaning to Christian worship.
He had spent a number of years serving a predominantly Iban parish and, determined to
enrich the performance of this first Mass by his previous experience, he introduced a style of

delivery that he had used in the past. At a certain point in the proceedings, he launched into
a kind of singsong chant, no doubt in his mind evoking the style of recitation of gaivai

prayer. There was a stunned silence and members of the congregation, like myself, could be
seen casting furtive glances at each other. Unfortunately, he was basing his performance on

what he knew of Iban manang (healers or shaman). In fact, the tone that he used evoked the
chants of the dayung beris — the female dukun. He never repeated this performance and stuck
to the more conventional style of delivery afterwards. Father Simon was swiftly forgiven this
error of judgement and was soon regarded with much affection by his parishioners.

During the whole of the first Mass, the priest was being evaluated. Of course in such an out-

of-the-way parish the village congregations, as far as I am aware, were obliged to accept
whoever was allocated to serve them. The interesting thing, however, was that the

congregations could vote with their feet. An unpopular priest would not get much
attendance.

Returning to the imagery of the 'theatre of power', the ceremonial of the church lends itself
well to the poetics of power that I discussed previously. The regalia (robes), the potent

objects such as the chalice, the gathering of people to confer blessings and to strengthen their
simangi through sharing the Eucharist: all tap into that imagery rather well. The priest is, like
the dukun, one who concentrates potency around himself, as Atkinson (1992) argued for
Sulawesi, in this way playing out a version of the poetics of the centre out here on the

177



periphery.

Father Simon's demonstration of potency was limited however, in an interesting way that
must surely have similarities to how potency is resisted or limited in 'centres of power'. For
the duration of his first Mass, the body language of some members of the congregation

spoke volumes. The posture of one man said very clearly that, he had some expertise in
these matters and he was watching and listening to the new priest very closely. Another
looked on impassive but watchful, showing that he too was not going to show support until
he had made up his mind. There was no instant acceptance of authority and power.

There are other things that happen outwith the church that unite all people of different age

groups and various levels of understanding of Christian doctrine, which provides evidence
that conversion is indeed a matter of incorporation. An incident that happened a number of
years ago in Gayu is a good illustration of this. It is a story that I first heard from a person

who worked in the clinic at Teng Bukap and I traced it, via a number of people, back to the

original source.

The brumbai and the old man

When hunting in the forest, a young man shot and killed what he thought was a deer. The
deer fell to the ground and then, to his horror, he saw that the body of an old man lay in its

place. When he saw that the old man was dead, he fled the scene in terror and told no-one of
his actions. The following day the son of the old man approached the police in great distress.
He had found his father's body after a dream he had of his father lying dead near a river. A

policeman accompanied him to the scene of the crime and found the body in a crouched
position, animal-like, as if it had fallen from a position on all fours.

Police sources confirmed that the old man had thirteen bullet wounds in the forehead, chest

and groin (probably shotgun wounds since they are the prevailing hunting guns). The body
was taken first to the clinic in Teng Bukap and then transferred to Kuching for a post¬
mortem. It seems that the case baffled the pathologist, for although there were thirteen bullet
holes and no exit wounds, a thorough investigation of the corpse could not reveal any of the
bullets. According to my informant, the pathologist maintained that he had never

encountered anything like this before and could not explain it.

I spoke to a number of people about this who all favoured a supernatural explanation of the
event. The consensus was that the old man's death was attributed to the workings of a

brumbai. It seems that a person may be fated from birth to have a brumbai as a spirit spouse.
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The spirit is thought to only make itself known towards the end of a person's life. From this

point onwards the brumbai intervenes to help them. Various people told me that an

indication that someone has a brumbai is, for instance, that they are always successful in

hunting and fishing.

Several people told me that this particular old man had been observed gathering langsat fruit
in a 'miraculous' manner. Although it had been raining and the trees were exceedingly wet
and slippery, he was able to climb high up, and reach far out into the branches to gather a

large amount of fruit. A woman who had seen this told me that she was amazed that the old
man could pick fruit from areas that she would have thought impossible to reach. His wife
and children told me that they too had suspected that he had a brumbai for similar reasons

and also because they had overheard him talking to an invisible person when he thought he
was alone. (The brumbai is visible only to the person to whom it is attached.)

The explanations given for the old man's death was that the brumbai had either caused the
hunter to see a deer; had transformed itself into the image of a deer and stood before the old
man; or had momentarily transformed the old man into an animal. All agreed, however, that
the shooting was not the fault of the hunter and that it had been an accident. Some people
ventured the opinion that the brumbai caused the old man's death because it wanted him to

join it in the spirit world as its spouse.

The young man gave himself up after a few days and was subsequently sentenced to one

year's imprisonment. He was not charged with murder since it was regarded as a hunting
accident, but he incurred penalties for the unlawful possession of a firearm. Additionally, he
was obliged to compensate the family of the deceased by giving them two plots of land and
some padi.

All whom I asked about this case, whether dukun or Catholic of varying age groups, agreed
that this death was caused by the brumbai. Indeed, those who would consider themselves
'devout' Catholics saw no contradiction in holding this interpretation. The Bible makes no

mention of such beings and it seemed to make perfect sense to relate this event to pre¬

existing adat. Although I would normally distance myself from intellectualist approaches to
conversion that, for instance, explain conversion to Christianity as a quest for greater

explanatory power (see Horton 1971, 1975a, 1975b), in this case, it certainly does have some
resonance. The difference is that here I draw on an intellectualist argument to explain the
flow back towards the pre-Christian adat.
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There is no doubt that conversion is but one aspect of wider social change and, as Pollock
(1993) argues, Horton was right to identify conversion as responding to social and political
change. This does not go far enough to explain the motivations for religious change
however, since an 'expanded macrocosm' brought on by globalisation does not always result
in people abandoning their 'indigenous religions'. In fact, Pollock illustrated thefailure of
missionaries to convert in certain Amazonian societies: here, resistance to Christianity
revitalised their identity.

Returning to the example of the brumbai and the old man in Gayu, the conversion to

Christianity actually resulted in a cosmology that was too limited — resulting in the flow
back towards 'indigenous cosmology'. This flow is possible and entirely plausible without

compromising the 'faith' of Gayu Catholics because what they were supposed to have left
behind when they became Christian has no firm boundaries around it. While the dukun

adapt their ritual performances to the limitations imposed by their dwindling numbers, the
Catholics continue to make Christianity their own. While sometimes it seems a long way

from the Vatican, the Vatican is also a long way from Gayu.

When the lifeworld encompasses so many spirits and demons, people do not tend to

question the 'beliefs' of other religions. The dukun never gave any indication that the 'beliefs'
of one religion were right and those of others were misguided. Any evaluative statements
instead tended to refer to the merits of different practices. Catholicism came along to replace

particular ritual actions and for some people this meant very little difference: they were still
doing the same thing — praying to Tapah — albeit in a different way. For still others, the
conceptual distance was greater, but this did not mean that they could simply reject all of
their original adat, flowing as it does throughout their everyday lives. The story of the
brumbai and the old man is just one of many stories that I have heard in Sarawak indicating
that professing a world religion such as Christianity or even Islam does not prevent people
from also 'believing' in a great many other things besides. Similarly, urban professionals
who are practicing Christians and Muslims, have told me many other stories of the
supernatural that they explain in terms of adat that underlies their 'religious' practices. They
too, regard themselves as unquestioningly Muslim or Christian.

The conversion narratives of Gayu people highlight practice and practicalities as central to
their conversions in a similar way to the Akha conversion narratives discussed by Kammerer
(1991). As the preceding chapters show, however, this is only a part of the story of what
motivates people to convert to Christianity or any other 'world religion'. Kammerer does not
explain why, after centuries of observing prohibitions and fulfilling ritual obligations these
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should become so onerous that people sought refuge in Christianity. This complex process is
bound up with a changing economy; experiences of modernity and globalisation, and the
formation and demonstration of local identities.

Conversion narratives serve to highlight a number of things: chiefly, the centrality of

practice to the expression of religiosity; and the essentially social nature of gawai. When
those few elderly women told me that they had no choice but to convert, they were

highlighting the latter point. Adat Gawai (and local Catholicism too) is an activity that brings

people together: it cannot be done alone. In their case, it was a conversion of sociality.

In this chapter I have brought together narratives of conversion (why people converted)
with local experiences of Catholicism. In doing so, I have explored the continuity between
the two forms of ritual. This is played out through the idiom of incorporation, sociality and
the poetics of power. This continuity does not mean that the conversion of Gayu people is
somehow suspect: when placed within the context of local understandings of religiosity it
makes perfect sense. By interpreting conversion as incorporation rather than as a

straightforward replacement, it allows one to understand the flow between the two without
denigrating the religious faith of the converts.
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Conclusion

Despite all of the lessons of the postmodern critique of anthropology, particularly the
endless soul-searching that went on about the politics of representation, there is still a great

tendency to exoticise and deny a voice to those whom we write about. When these people
happen to live in far-away places, largely ignored by the media, the travel writers and even

social scientists in general, then the representational burden grows heavy. What do most

people know of Borneo in Edinburgh? In the years that I have spent going back and
forwards to Sarawak, I have heard it all (or at least it certainly feels like it). Jokes about Wild
Men'; jungle and loincloth-clad headhunters: an uncompromising 'Heart of Darkness'.

This places the burden on me to try to draw a picture of life in Kampung Gayu that is as

representative as possible, with all the variety that this entails. Where other anthropologists

might have focused exclusively on those who continue to practice Adat Gawai, I have

investigated the process of conversion to Christianity since the majority of people in

Kampung Gayu became Christian in the last few years. This thesis does, however, explore
material that comes from my association with the dukun, but because of the fluidity between
the different forms of knowledge and practices, it would have been an extremely shallow

understanding of life in Gayu without my participation in the rituals of Adat Gawai.

Although this thesis explores both Adat Gaiuai and Catholicism, there is little discussion of
cosmology. This is because this is the path that my friends in Gayu led me to — namely,

away from detailed discussions of spirit worlds and instead concentrating on what they do
in this one. Indeed, I could not have presented a comprehensive picture of the world of the

spirits even if I had wanted, such is the fragmentary nature of knowledge concerning

anything other than the rituals themselves. The very elderly and ritual specialists alike all
had their own stories and versions of things, and although there was a core of shared

knowledge that appears in this thesis, there was also much more that was contradictory. For
this reason, I resisted the temptation to develop a package of information, preferring instead
to present what people in Gayu would recognise. Of course, this does not mean that I rely
solely on the interpretations of my informants — like anywhere else in the world, folk are

not in the habit of putting into words that which is so much a part of their everyday, lived
experience.

This thesis is a contribution to a small, but (I hope) growing body of literature that attributes

complexity and heterogeneity to the 'Other' as well as we would to a study of 'ourselves'
(whoever we might be). I give voice to all the actors in the story: the young, the old, the
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middle-aged as well as those of varying financial situations. In a truly inspiring passage

towards the end of his book, Lambek takes this notion of variety even further. He writes:
Most books would tie things together at this point and produce a synthesis with a
flourish, but having begun with a story of hubris, I find I cannot end there. My
argument has been precisely that things in Mayotte do not fully tie together, that there
is not a hidden order beneath the surface just waiting for the foreign anthropologist
with his or her sophisticated intellectual technology to be mined. There is not a single
objective unity that underlies life in Mayotte, stands behind, or supports it. There are
instead a plurality of unities, lying just ahead. They are the fragile, contingent,
evanescent products of conversation and practice, the moments of insight, of
satisfaction, of closure. They are different for each person ... (Lambek 1993: 379).

While the lifeworld contains such variation in terms of the experiences of those who inhabit
it, it is still possible to draw out and write about themes that are of interest to all. Perhaps, as

Lambek suggests, these are different for each person, but it was not within the scope of this
thesis to develop that line as fully this time around. Instead I develop different areas of
interest and attempt to present them in such a way as to indicate a little of the variety of

possibilities.

When I look back over what I have written I see that this thesis is all about rice: about

growing it, storing it and eating it. Whenever I thought that I was exploring something else,
it was always implicated in one way or another. In examining the change of house form, for
instance, rice provided the source of discussions around continuity and change. If
longhouses had hearts then that is where the padi would be stored. In the 'short houses',

padi is no longer central, however it is still the one thing that provides continuity between
the house forms, for sharing rice meals is still a central aspect of sociality.

Rice as a source of vitality and potency is another theme in this thesis. Using Carsten (1991,
1995b, 1997) as a starting point, I focus more on the padi as seed rather than the cooked rice
in order to talk about the way that potency is played out in this community. By looking at
the literature on power in Southeast Asian realms, with particular reference to Geertz (1980)
and Errington (1983,1989), I show how the poetics of the centre have been appropriated and
yet transformed on the periphery. In a way that is very similar to Gibson's ethnography of
the Buid (1986), I see the Bidayuh of Padawan as playing out a version of potency that
differs from that of the centre. It is about the generation and sharing of potency between
those who attend rituals rather than focusing on individuals. This, I argue, is in counterpoint
to the enormous amount of fragmentation and loss which the Pinyawa' people have endured
over the centuries.
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Today, while many people are now Catholic and longhouse living has given way to
individual concrete houses, there is still a sense of loss that breaks through the rhetoric of
unity and 'better days'. Health and nutrition have, without a doubt, greatly improved since
the days when everyone lived in longhouses, were subsistence farmers and had only the
dukun to act as doctors and midwives. Now infant mortality is almost a thing of the past and
although some families may struggle financially, there is no doubt that these are better times.
There is no evidence that anyone starves.

Despite this, the rapid change of the last forty or so years which has led to a more diversified

economy and has greatly reduced the risk factors in subsistence farming, carries with it yet
another sense of loss. Although no-one (or at least, none of the younger people) these days
want to live in the longhouse, occasionally there is a certain amount of nostalgia for how
they used to live. Similarly, while those who are Christian regard themselves as fully paid
up members of the 'modern' world, they look on with some dismay as their parents and

grandparents pass away, taking the knowledge of the old Adat with them. They have new

ways to fill the void in the lifeworld, but there is the sadness that these ways are not truly
their own as the practices of the dukun were.

While there is nostalgia for the ways of the past, there is no way back. Already a long way

down the road to 'modernity', they see the way paved with coin rather than padi, with

surplus rather than want. While the ways of Adat Gawai were about maintaining the potency
of all, now the same theme continues to be played out, with some individuals maximising

opportunities for demonstrating difference to their fellows.

But 'conversion' is a tricky concept to write about when there is no comparable, bounded
word or concept that is the same as the English word, 'religion'. If there are no boundaries
around 'beliefs' and practices, then the question arises: what are people being converted
from, and what form does this 'conversion' take?

Conversion

Much of the literature that deals with religious change does this through discussions of

'syncretism'. This suggests a blending of the old and the new, implying an evaluation of the
'conversion' process itself. Indeed Shaw and Stewart (1994) suggest that for this reason, the
term syncretism should be used with caution, since (apart from anything else) it implies that
there were two pure forms of religions to begin with that were somehow merged and
rendered impure through the syncretic process. The problem, however, is located in the
studies themselves. There always appears to be an underlying assumption that religious
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change is somewhat suspect. It then is but a short step from this position to resorting to
labels for the form of conversion that has taken place. Kammerer provides a useful summary

of the various 'models of conversion' and comes up with one of her own that she regards as

being more relevant to religious change among the Akha in Thailand.
Akha Christianity does not fit the many social science models of religions in contact
situations, models such as "coexistence" (Green 1978; Kopytoff 1987), a dual system in
which two religions are present but do not intermingle; "compartmentalization"
(Dozier 1961), a variant of coexistence in which one religion is hidden from the other;
and "syncretism", in which elements from different religions mix or merge. Instead,
Akha Christianity is best characterized as replacement: Jesus customs substitute for
traditional customs (Kammerer 1990: 287).

Although Kammerer acknowledges the presence of at least minimal syncretism, she
continues, '[nonetheless, Akha Christianity exhibits a striking lack of influence from the

indigenous religion' (ibid).

In her conclusion, following Needham (1972) and Tooker (1992), she makes the point that
since 'belief is not necessarily a component of ritual action, foreign missionaries sometimes
treat converts with scepticism. Unfortunately, she only devotes the following sentence to a

sentiment that sums up one of the most significant, and yet largely ignored aspects of

religious change in existing literature. 'What is important in this case is that Akha converts
count themselves as Christians and missionaries count Akha Christians as converts'

(Kammerer 1990: 288).

It is important to recognise that although I stress continuities as much as I do change in this
thesis, this should not be taken as evidence that Gayu Christians are not 'proper' Catholics.
In fact, they demonstrate a strong commitment to the church in terms of attendance and the
communal prayers that they participate in on a regular basis. As Kammerer suggests, it is
more important to look at how the converts perceive themselves, rather than importing
ideas of what being Catholic or whatever else should be like.

In fact, as I have shown, being Catholic in Gayu has attained an indigenous flavour that
resonates with some of the practices of Adat Gawai. Because of this, I argue that conversion is
more about incorporation into the lifeworld, replacing some rituals in the process, than
being about some radically new, break with the past. But it is also important to realise that in
order to understand the form that conversion has taken here, one must remember that the

very word 'conversion' is ultimately the root of much false expectations.
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Asad (1996) warns that 'conversion' in the English language has a history and culturally
specific usage that is linked to Christianity in the 'Western' world. It evokes notions of
revelation, of personal transformation of a psychological kind that are completely
inappropriate to Gayu peoples' experiences of religious change. There is no dramatic 'seeing
the light', but rather a practical resolve to dissociate from one way of being and attach
oneself to another.

Because Catholicism is incorporated rather than a rejection of everything that went before,
with recourse to the concept of the lifeworld, one can more easily understand how the

fluidity that occurs between being Catholic or something else, makes perfect sense. It is not

only Gayu people who experience Christianity in this way. One could ask virtually anyone

in the street in Kuching, and given that they were willing to talk, they could tell of contact
with spirits or demons, of spirit healing or sorcery in one breath while being on the way to
the Friday prayers at the mosque, temple or church.

The way in which I have employed the concept of the 'lifeworld' in this thesis aims to avoid

placing rigid boundaries around different forms of knowledge, ethnicities and other kinds of
identity. The lifeworld encompasses the flow — primarily in terms of Adat Gawai and
Catholicism, but also allowing for common ground with those of other religions. As I
illustrated in the first two chapters, while religion is implicated in expressions of identity
and resistance, conversion does not mean that Sarawak Muslims, Christians or Buddhists

lead mutually incomprehensible lives. In fact, there is much common ground, and indeed,
common courtesy.

Conversion is, as I have argued, a matter of incorporation of Catholicism into the lifeworld.
This does not mean that Gayu Christians are any less Catholic than those in other parts of
the world, although the localisation of Christianity is something that is more unique to

Bidayuh of this area. The Biatah prayer books, however, if translated into Malay or Iban
would have just as much relevance to speakers of those languages. As Wikan (1988) noted of
Islam in Egypt and Bali, it was not the religion that drove difference, but culture. People of
Sarawak — whether Malay, Dayak, Chinese or Orang Ulu — share an underlying 'culture'
that has incorporated the various religions commonly found in the state. For this reason,

despite the tensions that surface from time to time, there is much more similarity than there
is difference.

I have demonstrated the case for incorporation, which goes hand in hand with the
discussions of incorporation commonly found in the literature on Southeast Asian kinship.
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While centrist states sought to incorporate those on their margins and tap into their labour
power, marginal people have resorted to flight in order to maintain a sense of difference to

their powerful neighbours. Out on the margins, however, the same theme of incorporation is
acted out continuously: drawing outsiders in and domesticating potentially dangerous
sources of potency. This too is re-enacted through ritual, with the maximal incorporation of
those who share the offerings, both human and spirit.

I have also shown that this incorporation of difference through ritual is both inclusive and

excluding at one and the same time, implicated as it is in identity formation and the

production of locality. Conversion to Christianity has allowed Gayu people to engage in
discourses of 'modernity' that keeps a Bidayuh stamp upon it. They have moved from

longhouses to 'short houses'; from padi farming to working for wages; from Adat Gawai to
Catholicism and yet maintaining continuities along the way.

Padi remains a focal point for exploring both similarity and difference although it has
moved to the periphery of people's lives in the process. Padi farming, now largely a part-
time activity, is where the two forms of ritual are expressed in very similar ways. While

many people in Gayu continue to grow Gods as they did before, the eating of rice, however,
has been dissociated from ritual through conversion to Catholicism. The salience of rice

meals, however, is now located in their link to sociality. While one can pray in the church, or

perform rosary prayers in neighbour's houses without sharing rice, there is no doubt that in
order to make a celebration complete there should be food involved — and what better way

to demonstrate hospitality than offering the 'children of the Gods'.
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Appendix 1: Gawai Ta'on Tekak
The following is an excerpt from fieldnotes, showing the full details of the offerings involved
in the ritual.

a b c d

Fig. 4: The altars at Gawai Ta'on Tekak

The offerings at the beginning of the ritual were laid out as follows (working from left to

right):
Taiur

• 1 skuwai and 1 bundle of pah (betel quid) tied on. At the bottom was a hollow
bamboo into which he poured ska' (sugar cane juice).

Serangan
• 7 skuwai.

Pu'iirt Bin

• 2 bundles of skuwai (1 x 8; 1 x 7)
• samon and bewan draped over the corners
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Karak

• 7 skuwai

• small woven basket

Serangan
• 2 bottles of 'sping hung from right front post
• 7 skuwai on the upper level
• 1 paduang 'sping on the lower level

Floor

In front of the altars represented by the rectangle on the diagram. This is divided into 4
sections (a - d), each holding bundles of offerings numbered as follows:

(a) (b) (c) (d)

i) 1 x pah i) 1 x pah 6 x ska'an 3 x paduang
ii) 7 x skuwai ii) 8 x skuwai

iii) 8 x sa 'am iii) 3 xsa 'am

iv) 2 x perut iv) 2 x perut

Prior to commencing prayers, Babai Helman spat a jet of betel juice to the left of the tajur and
to the right of the furthest serangan. The chicken was sacrificed by piercing its throat with a

thin sliver of bamboo and then its blood was collected in a small bowl (makuk) with a leaf

inside it. He rubbed the bleeding chicken against the altars, then sat down and began

making sa'am. Four sa'am were added to (b), iii).

Of the ska'an in (c), one was placed in the serangan next to the tajur, two in the pu'un bin-, one

in the far right serangan-, one on the bundles in (a); one over the bundles in (b). A large

pugang of rice was added to (d).

A bundle of seven sa'am were placed in the far right serangan; eight were placed in the karak;
eight more were placed in the pu'un bin; seven more were placed in the karak; seven were

placed in the right serangan.

One of the children brought cooked chicken feet and entrails to be added to the various

offerings. He tied together a chicken's foot, a sa'am and a ska'an and placed this on the
bundles in (a); another the same was placed in (b); a small piece of entrail was also added to
each of the perut in (a) and (b). Two ska'an were placed in the pu'un bin; one was placed in
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the left serangan; another in the karak; one more was placed in the right serangan. On the floor

offerings, one sa'am from each bundle in (a) and (b) had a small piece of chicken placed in it;
small pieces of chicken were also added to the bundles of sa'am in the pu'un bin; one of the
sa'am in the left serangan also had a little chicken added; chicken was also added to the

paduang 'sping in the lower level of the right serangan. The chicken's head was wrapped in a

leaf and placed in the centre of the bundles in the pu 'un bin.

A little of the cooked chicken was mixed in a leaf with some cooked rice and sugar cane juice

(ska'). While holding this in his left hand, he said prayers while throwing some of the
mixture to left and right of the altars. The remnants were divided into two and placed in
each of the serangan. This section of the ritual ended with Babai Helman saying some prayers

while holding the right, front post of the pu'nn bin. He then went to each of the karak with the

pointed lattice-work on two sides of the farm to say some more prayers before retiring to the
farmhouse to eat.

Proceedings resumed in the ritual hut with the making of kenam bia: betel juice placed in a

leaf in a large section of split bamboo. The juice was wiped on each of the bundles in the
pu'un bin; on its right, front post; and on the bundles in the karak and the right serangan. He
took a makuk (bowl) from the pu'un bin and grated kunyit (turmeric) into it and added
coconut water (je'u). Samon and bewan were bathed in the liquid, as were the batu menan

(stones with special significance); then 'sping was added to the liquid. This liquid was then
used to bathe the padi (seran padi) to the sides of the altars. Then I was passed the bowl and I
was instructed to bathe the padi followed by wiping some on the tenguah (replica ladder

leading to the pu'un bin), and the left, front post of the pu'un bin. This marked the end of the
ritual and he began gathering up the offerings and ritual equipment.
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Appendix 2: Catholic Farm Prayers

Purpose of Ritual Adat Gawai Catholic

Blessing the land before the
first clearing

Gawai Pa'an Tanah Simayang Ngawah Umuh

Before tree felling Gawai Nauh Rebak Simayang Nauh Rebak

Planting the padi Gawai Nuruk Simayang Nuruk

Blessing vegetable seeds for
interplanting

Berkat Bine nga Ruang
Ruang Pimuruh

Blessing for things that are
growing

Berkat Umuh Nga Teya
(similar to Gawai
Ngangan)

Blessing to mark the harvest
of the first vegetables on the
farm

Gawai Ngangan

To bless the new rice before
the harvest

Gawai Empaan
Gawai Nyipaan (also
replaces Gawai Man Tubi
Bauh & Gawai Muat)

To drive the evil spirits from
the farm before harvest

Gawai Muat

To bless and mark the eating
of the new rice

Gawai Man Tubi Bauh

Blessing at the beginning of
the harvest

Simayang Sibungas Re
Ngatum

Blessing at the end of the
harvest Simayang Ko Ngatum

Blessing the padi store Gawai Peson Simayang Nyikun Padi

Harvest festival / prayers Gawai Sawah (7 nights)
Andu Bas dayak / Gawai
Mass (approx. 2 hours)
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