
KELABIT NAMES AND TITLES 
SEMANTICS AND PRAGMATICS 

JANE WONG KON LING 

Pusat Penataran IImu dan Bahasa, Universiti Malaysia Sabah 



Kertas Kadangkala Bil.5 
Occasional Paper No.5 

KELABIT NAMES AND TITLES 
SEMANTICS AND PRAGMATICS 



Kertas Kadangkala Bil.5 
Occasional Paper No.5 

KELAB'T NAMES AND TITLES 
SEMANTICS AND PRAGMATICS 

JANE WONG KON LING 

Centre for the Promotion of Knowledge and Language Learning. 
Universiti Malaysia Sabah 

Kota Kinabalu 
2005 



Kertas Kadangkala Bil.5 
Occasional Paper No.5 

THEAUTHOR 

Jane Wong Kon Ling is a lecturer at Universiti Malaysia Sabah. She 
teaches English and Malay Linguistics. In 1997, she received her SA 
from the University ofWaikato, New Zealand with a double major in 
English Literature and Linguistics; SA (Hons) from the University of 
Canterbury, New Zealand in 1998, majoring in Linguistics; and an 
MA from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in 2000 majoring in English 
Language Studies:Linguistics. She has written a few work on the 
Kelabit Language & Culture. Her other areas of interest include 
Malay Dialectology. 



jaM Wong Kon ling 
~'I~ Prinllng C "'IlAlJ" P .. nllmll. 200S 

All righlS ~aJ. No par1 ofthi. pubh,,,"on nuy ~ rqJfOduccd« 
trabmill~ in any fonn or by any lMani. e1C'Ctronic or m«hanical 

includmg ('hotocopy. rn:ofdlng. or any in(unnallon .tttrage: and 
retne\,itl sy!!.tcm, "ithout penni.!!.i"n in "riting from . 

the Centre for the Promoriun of Kno" ledge: and l .. nguagt team,",. 
Uni\'cf!!oiti Malay.i. Sabah. 

JlIlk.t'iplU It'rpt'lihllrll. nllJlJ ~hul-:ill" duripudll I"milan ini f,olf'1I 
d,/t'r/Ji,lwn .~ .. muill. duimlJU" unluA: pt'''''''lullrll'' 011111 J,/u.Juariafl 
lot' dll/um St'~rung ht-nlulo ol"u JC'II"el" st'~run" olllU jUl:tJ pun. 

Jumu udll d.'n"eln ('Ilrll t'It'AI""'ill.. gum~r f.'nll raAuman dan 
S.'~guiIlYu lunlJU Ac-ht-nclrlln ht-rluhs dtJrI'pudu 

Pu.\al Pc-naluran /lmu dun Sahel.'ll. 
('niwrsili Alulu.nia SII~h 

Perpustakaan Negara Malay!>ia Cataloguing-in-Publication Data 

Wong. Jane Kon ling. 1968-
Kelabits names and titles: semantics and pragmatics I Jane 
Wong Kon ling. 
ISBN 983-2641-10-1 
I. Kdabit (Malaysian Peaple)-Name. 2. Ke:labit (Malaysian 
People:)--language.3. Ethnology-Sarawak-Sociallife and 
custom. I. Title. II. Series. 
305.899923059.522 

Published in Malaysia bylDilt'rhil/cun di Mulaysia aiI'll: 
Pusal Penala,."n IImu dan Bahasa.. 

Universiti Malay,.ia Sabah. 
Beg Berkunci 2073. 88999 Kota Kinabalu. 

Sabah. Malaysia 

Printed byIDicf!lali. 011'1t: 
SQS Printing Sdn. Bhd. (Co. No. 144319-0) 

No.4, lOA & lOB. Mosque Valley. Jalan Masjid lama. 
Bandaran Jaya. Kota Kinabalu. Sabah. Malaysia. 

P.o.Box 20293. 887.59 luyang. Kola Kinabalu. Sabah. Malaysia 

Photo Courtesy of/Gambar olelt: 
Maran Tellian. Mutang Paturan and Bilcher Bala 



'To my [,e(ovea 
lius6and: 'Bi(dler; 
Son. 'Bd(~m'l & 

dauyliter. 'Be(plioe6t 
for 

[,ri1tBinB 
joy. fiylit.liopt and(ove 

into my (ife. 



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 of ten
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 '1', '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 Bam, 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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