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PREFACE

This occasional paper is a result of my curiosity, interest and
research on the relationship between the language and culture
of the Kelabit society. Being married to a Kelabit, there are
many characteristics of the Kelabit which strike me as an
‘outsider’. Among other elements that attracted my academic
curiousity are their significant naming system and the often-
confusing complex system of address and reference.

Names have different semantic and pragmatic
meanings, while titles on the other hand are socialinguistic
and pragmatic rather than semantic as can be seen in other
studies done on names and titles such as in English, French
or Polish culture. Generally, age and gender play important
roles in the semantic aspect of names, while marital status
plays the most important role in determining the titles of an
individual. In the Kelabit society, names are not distinguished
by age, but rather by gender, marital status, generation and
social class. As these factors in a person change through
time and experience, the Kelabits change their names several
times during their lifetime. The Kelabit titles on one hand do
not merely indicate marital status, but also suggest whether
the couple has children as well as the gender of their first-
born. Hence, this paper focuses on the semantic and
pragmatic meanings of the names and titles which are
culturally specific to the Kelabit society by using the Natural
Semantic Metalanguage theory with concepts such as of
‘mother” and ‘father’, and other limited semantic primitive
words such as ‘I', “you’, ‘someone’, ‘something’, ‘good’, ‘bad’,
‘want’” and ‘like’ to explicate differences in abstract features.

The research was carried out in four main focal areas
namely Kampung Baru, Bario Asal, Long Dano and Miri City.
The informants, 40 couples in all, were interviewed for the
purpose of extracting personal data such as their names and
also why such names were given to them. Questionnaires
regarding the Kelabit titles or terms of address and reference
were also given to all the informants on when, why and how
the Kelabits should be referred to and addressed.
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