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ABSTRACT

This is a study of the eschatology and mortuary practices of the Iban
of Sarawak, East Malaysia.

The Iban have the notion of a single separable soul, called semengat.
While a person is still alive, the semengat is the actor in dream
experiences. At death the semengat leaves the body. Belief in the
survival of the semengat, evidenced in dreams about the dead, is the core
of Iban eschatology. The Iban also have the notion of life-images which
represent an analogy of human life to plant life.

A corpse is usually buried after the night of a wake. During the
night the identity of the dead is the corpse, to which grief of the
survivors is directed. After the burial the longhouse community observes
formal mourning. The identity of the dead is shifted from the corpse to
the ghost, which is the surviving semengat.

About a month after death the community is freed from mourning. The
bond between the deceased and the living is severed by a shaman, who cuts
away the deceased's life-image from those of the living. A re-enactment
of headhunting is performed to terminate mourning. The marital relation-
ship between the dead and the surviving spouse continues to be valid until
a ritual fine for divorce is paid by the surviving spouse.

The most important mortuary ritual is the festival for the ghosts.
Traditionally, formal mourning of the bereaved family is terminated on
this occasion. The ghosts are invited from Sebayan, the Land of the Dead,
and entertained at a feast. At the end of the festival the ghosts are

provided with goods which enable them to live self-sufficiently in Sebayan.

Thus the festival is a ceremony of final separation. Some present-day
Iban celebrate this festival in modified forms which incorporate the
ideology of male prestige and headhunting.

The graphic view of Sebayan is depicted in death dirges. The itinerary

of the journey of the dead indicates the topographic continuity between
Sebayan and this world. In shamanic visions the route of the journey is
symbolically equated with the physical structure of a longhouse.

The Iban think that Sebayan is near to this world. Communication
between the living and the dead is thus possible. The afterlife is a
replica of life in this world with a modest degree of idealisation. To
the Iban the afterlife is a natural consequence or continuity of this life
without any drastic transformation of personal existence. After a certain
span of time the semengat of the dead dissolve into dew and return to this
world. The living eat the rice which absorbed this dew and so incorporate
the residual elements of their ancestors.

Deviant practices of the enshrinement of the dead are found among
some Iban. The enshrined spirits remain in the world of the living as
- gods or guardians.

The Iban mortuary rituals are the coherent and progressive series of
separation between the deceased and the survivors, and in this process the
living sustain their belief in the survival of the semengat.
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MAP 2 Iban subgroups and their migration.
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PREFACE

This is an ethnographic study of the rituals and the ideas surrounding
death among the Iban of Sarawak, East Malaysia. The fieldwork upon
which this thesis is based was carried out in Sarawak between March 1975,

and February, 1977.

Conditions of Fieldwork

The fieldwork was conducted in the Second Division. At the earliest
stage of fieldwork I stayed in a longhouse (Rumah Megat) near Saratok,
the administrative and commercial centre of the Kalaka District, for
three months and a half (from the end of April, 1975, to mid August,
1975). 1 learned there the Iban language and observed the festival for
the ghosts (gawai antu) from its preparatory stage to its aftermath.

From the beginning of September, 1975, to the end of January, 1977, the
base of the fieldwork was a longhouse (Rumah Ngelambong) in the Upper
Skrang. In this longhouse I observed the whole series of funeral rituals
(except final festivals) on two occasions.

These two longhouses in which I stayed for prolonged periods were in
sharp contrast with one another in almost every respect conceivable under
the contemporary conditions.

Rumah Megat, consisting of fifteen bilek-families, is located at the
distance of only one hour's walk from Saratok. The people of the commun-
ity have long been involved in the cash economy, either through rubber
production or by employment mainly in governmental bodies. They are
engaged in wet rice cultivation, which has been promoted by governmental
- guidance and subsidy. 1In addition, they recently introduced intensive
pepper planting, itself long known to them, in order to meet the expenses
of the lavish festival for the ghosts. Although there are only few

nominal Christians in the community, most of the people have Christian

relatives in other communities or in town. This factor, combined with
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an increasing degree of modernisation, must be taken into account when
one sees their religious activity. The modern gawai antu, as the

major festival still held among the subgroup of the Iban to which Rumah
Megat belongs, is strongly advocated by these Iban as a core of their
own cultural identity in the multi-ethnic settings of modern Malaysia.
Thus, in 1975, even a broadcasting team from the newly established
television station in Kuching came to a gawai antu which was held at a
longhouse in the same region as Rumah Megat is located. The general
level of education among the people of this area is high. Two sons of
Tuai Rumah Megat are primary school teachers, with some secondary educa-
tion and teacher training. Furthermore, there are a few university
graduates (all from universities in the United States) in a rather small
region, comprising fifteen longhouse communities, along the Sebetan
river. Rumah Megat, then, is a typical new Iban community totally em-
bedded in modern socio-economic networks.

In contrast, Rumah Ngelambong (with twenty bilek-families) is a
relatively isolated community in the upriver area. To reach the long-
house from the Divisional town of Simanggang, which is the nearest
bazaar, one has to make a seven hour's trip by a boat equipped with a
powerful outboard motor to the rivermouth of a small tributary (Sungai
Menjuau) of the Skrang river, and from there has to walk along a hilly
path for an hour. The activity of these people is concentrated on hill
rice cultivation. Although rubber production is the only source of
meagre cash income, it tends to be sacrificed at every crucial stage of
rice cultivation. Hunting and fishing of various kinds are important
daily activities. The Iban of the Upper Skrang are firmly resistant to
Christianity, as some boasted that there was not a single Christian in
the region. A school was established in 1964 on the riverbank opposite
to the mouth of Sungai Menjuau in order to give primary education up to
the fourth grade to children from six longhouses in the furthest area of
the river and on the hill ridges nearby. Attendance at the school is
good. However, there are no boys or girls who are receiving education
beyond this level. As such their way of life is largely traditional,
firmly conserving their polytheistic religion and their belief in
spiritual beings.

I was able to obtain valuable knowledge of the Iban way of life,

both traditional and modern, in these two communities. In Rumah Megat

I lived in the headman's bilek throughout my stay, and, for the initial




three months of my stay in Rumah Ngelambong, I shared meals with the
headman's family and slept on the gallery together with 'bachelors".
I was regarded as a temporary member of these bilek-families, this
fact alone showing the hospitable nature of the people. My enquiries
were made exclusively in the Iban language, which I acquired rather
quickly during my stay in Rumah Megat. From December, 1975, onwards
I lived in a hut attached to the edge of the open verandah in the middle
of Rumah Ngelambong. My wife and infant son joined me there at the
beginning of July, 1976, and stayed until the end of that year. They
were kindly looked after by the members of the headman's family. My
stay at Rumah Ngelambong amounted in all to thirteen and a half months.
I also made enquiries at a number of other Iban longhouses, some
of which I visited quite often and stayed at for several days at each
visit, but my survey trips were not geographically very extensive (see
Map 1). The focal area of my research was the Upper Skrang and Layar
regions. In the longhouses in these areas I observed several post-
burial mortuary rituals. Intensive enquiries were made about texts of
death dirges, which I recorded on tapes and most of which I transcribed

with the help of Iban youths during my stay in Rumah Ngelambong.
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A Note on the Orthography of Iban

Iban is already written in a standard Roman orthography, which is con-
sistently used in primary school text books and publications from the
Borneo Literature Bureau. In this thesis I follow this standard

orthography, with the only exception of my use of an apostrophe (')

for a glottal stop, which is represented by the phonetic sign of ¢ in
A Dictionary of Sea Dayak by N.C. Scott (1956).
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