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Kemena-Jelalong river:
Ethno-linguistic view of an eco-
system in transformation

Nathan Badenoch (CSEAS Kyoto
University)

The profound changes underway in the
landscape mosaic of the Kemena-Jelalong
watershed are representative of the fast-
paced, resource-intensive development
trajectory of Sarawak. The upper watershed
areas (ulu) are being opened up to new

forces of change, as logging roads are con-

structed to facilitate the movement of natural
resources. Improved access means that industrial plantations
(acacia, oilpalm) and new forms of market-oriented smallholder
agricultural production (oilpalm, pepper) are securing a place in
the landscape as well. The rapid pace of change has implications
for both the natural and human diversity of these landscapes. Al-
though transportation and communications have typically been
difficult, the area has by no means been isolated from lowland
society, nor have ulu groups been isolated from each other. River
systems have traditionally been the social and economic lifeline
of ulu communities, and provide a useful framework for analyz-

ing both human-nature and human-human relations.

The high degree of interaction between diverse groups in
Borneo has typically created an ever more complex mosaic of
cultures and languages. Contact between language speakers can
result in both more and less diversity, depending upon the nature
of interactions. Languages influenced by the speech of neighbors
in different areas may diverge to create new dialects that may
eventually become mutually unintelligible. At the same time,
intensive interactions among many groups often creates a shared
layer of language, including vocabulary and grammar, which
is often based on shared knowledge systems and livelihood
strategies. In the upper Kemena-Jelalong, the arrival of Iban im-
migrants during the middle of the previous century introduced a

new lingua franca to the local u/u community.

Upstream from our departure point of Tubau, the area is popu-
lated by Iban, Kayan, and Penan, living in longhouses along
the rivers, and one Vaii Segan village slightly downstream. The
town of Tubau has for years been the central commercial point
of exchange for the watershed, but this seems to be changing as
economic development in the upper watershed moves forward.
The following preliminary observations from our field trip help

set the stage for developing hypotheses regarding the current

state and future directions of ethno-linguistic diversity:

Multilingualism as the norm

Our observations suggested that multilingualism is the norm
among the people of the area. Many of the people, particularly
orang ulu and Chinese, comfortably used as many as four lan-
guages. Some Iban living in mixed longhouses were competent
in Penan. There are several lingua franca in the region as well,
but among the communities of the upper area, Iban appeared to
be the most common language of communication across ethnic
groups. This is interesting given that the Iban are reported to be
relatively new arrivals in this area. Use of Malay observed in
public situations was mostly limited to situations when down-
stream Chinese were present. Communication between Penan
and Kayan was not observed outside of Tubau town, where Iban
and Malay seemed to be the preferred languages of communica-
tion. A question for follow up here is whether the introduction of
lingua franca reflecting recent socio-economic and demographic
dynamics signals different networks of communication among
ulu group. Alternatively, this may be a remnant of the economic
functions provided by Tubau historically. The capacity for code-
switching is certainly a common feature of the socio-linguistic
environment, as people often moved comfortably between Iban,
Malay, Kayan and Penan, not to mention some Chinese. It can
be assumed that there is an abundance of resources for commu-

nication among these diverse groups.

The typical Sarawak river-community is characterized by a
dense network of social relations, including trade, marriage,
administration and resource management. The first impression
from our trip was that this river system as well has been the
backbone of multi-layered social networks that are facilitated by
capacity for code-switching. Have these multilingual communi-
cation networks played a special role in creating social capital
at the river-system level? Observation of current strategies in
language choice across a wide range of settings — including com-
mercial transactions, resource access negotiations, longhouse ad-
ministration and informal social exchange - would offer insight
to the creation, maintenance (and perhaps degradation) of social

resources at the river-system level.

Longhouse demographics

Two demographic issues were notable in the upper Kemena-
Jelalong. First, in the upper watershed there are at least two
mixed Iban-Penan longhouses. While it is not uncommon to find
individuals of different ethnicity in a longhouse, it is a relatively
recent phenomenon that significant portions of the longhouse

residents are from different groups. First indications are that Iban
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residence in an orang ulu longhouse results in Iban emerging as
the common language, and strong influence of Iban residents on
decision making. Second, there was a marked absence of adoles-
cents and young couples. This seems to be the result of education
and employment opportunities outside of the longhouse. People
living outside of the longhouse will ostensibly be exposed to
Malay, English and perhaps Chinese. They will also have less
exposure to traditional forms of communication and interaction,

through which knowledge and values are transmitted. However,

At an lban longhouse

given the relatively high awareness of cultural values and the
presence of local language media, it is not clear what choices the
next generations will make in terms of language use. Another
related hypothesis is the link between loss of language capacity
and traditional knowledge, including not only aspects of cultural

heritage but also local ecological knowledge.

Information and livelihoods

Economic transformation, when driven by market forces,
makes access to information a key concern for local people. De-
cisions about cropping, off-farm employment and other market-
based economic opportunities all require information. The role
of the radio in transmitting information is interesting in Sarawak,
as radio programs in Malay, Iban, Kayan and Bidayuh are broad-
cast on a daily basis. In both the longhouses and Tubau, we ob-
served people listening attentively to the radio on a daily basis.
Iban language programmes seemed popular among both Iban
and non-Iban people. Newspapers were also available in Tubau,
including Chinese and Malay-language papers. The Utusan Bor-
neo, a Malay-language paper, has a daily Iban language section
as well, although it seems fair to assume that the influence of
written Iban in rural areas is rather low. Peoples’ decision mak-
ing is based on access to different sources of information, and
one key strategy for managing livelihood transitions is manag-
ing information. With the intensely multilingual nature of social
interactions, looking at how people chose information sources
could shine important light on perceived economic value of cer-

tain languages, and multilingualism more generally.

Tubau ghost-town: From river-economy to road-economy?
One can imagine that the town of Tubau at one time played
an important role in the lives of the upper Kemena-Jelalong
people. The impression now is that it is becoming something of
a ghost town. The Teochiu traders present seemed to run a slow
business, and arrivals at the jetty were not noteworthy. If the
extension of the transportation network through logging roads is
reducing the relevance of Tubau, what, if anything, will take the
place of Tubau as a central node of communication among local
people? Where will exchanges happen, how will negotiations

happen?

Reflection

It seems that the transitions going on in the watershed are hav-
ing a large impact on the basic network of communication in the
watershed. The current situation is one of high diversity, high
multilingualism, and perhaps high levels of trust and coopera-
tion, if the communication networks have created social capital.
Or perhaps the causal relationship is the reverse? At the same
time, the concurrent appearance of multi-ethnic longhouses com-
posed of primarily older people and young children creates com-
plex forces of change within the individuals’ language repertoire.
A more detailed picture of multilingualism, at both longhouse
and river-system scales, will provide insights on the nature of lo-
cal social relations. Key to understanding these issues is a deeper
grasp of the fundamental changes underway in the socio-eco-
nomic landscape of the river-system. If there is a reorientation of
economic activity from the river to newer roads, there should be
concurrent impacts on the structure and processes of interaction
that make up the social fabric of this area. Furthermore, there is
an urgent need to begin to articulate a socio-economic history
of the Kemena-Jelalong river, setting the baseline for assessing
the types of changes under way to underpin the various facets of
research to be done in the project.

Keywords for developing a detailed research framework:
multilingualism, code-switching, social networks, demographic

change, resource governance
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