Ethnicity is in the mind ... food is on the table

The Christmas meal among the Kelabit of Sarawak and the
Poles in the United Kingdom

MoNICA JANOWSKI

I have two aims in this paper: to describe the way in which the Christmas meal
is used in the construction of ethnicity by the Kelabit of Sarawak and by the
Polish community in London; and to suggest that this illustrates the potential
of using the study of food as an entry point for deriving abstract concepts such
as ethnicity.

As a framework for the paper, I have used the way in which my thinking
about what I am doing as a social anthropologist has changed since I began my
Ph.D. fieldwork in 1986. This builds on the current concern within social
anthropology to ‘situate’ the anthropologist in relation to the object of research.

In deciding on afield site for my Ph.D. research in 198§/86, [ was governed
by an interest in the way in which people interact with their environment to
produce food, and particularly in why they make the decisions they do to
concentrate on the production of certain foods. Since completing my first
degree in 1976, I had lived in Poland and in Malaysia, and I considered both of
these as field sites. I decided finally on the Kelabit Highlands in Sarawak, East
Malaysia. My interest in Polish culture remained, though, and T have recently
returned to it in carrying out research among the Polish community in Lon-
don. In both field sites, I have used food, its production and consumption, as
my entry point to analysing these societies.

The rice meal in the Kelabit Highlands

The Kelabit Highlands are at the headwaters of the Baram River in a tableland
area at about 3§00 feet above sea level which is still mainly covered in forest.
The Kelabit?, like other tribal groups in Borneo, cultivate rice in clearings in the
forest— not only in dry swidden fields but in wet fields as well. Although they
also cultivate other starch crops, including cassava—which is much less labour-
intensive to grow — rice is the focal crop, and the only starch eaten at proper
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meals. I was interested in exploring Kelabit rice cultivation and their attitude to
rice as a crop and as a food.

My attention was soon directed towards the hearth where the rice meal is
cooked, because it was clear that Kelabit life revolves around it. The Kelabit
live in open-plan longhouses which are made up of a row of hearths, which are
the focus of what might be described as “slices’ of the longhouse built by
different families, or ‘hearth-groups’, as I term them.” These ‘slices’ consist of
asection of the longhouse which contains the hearth, which is called the dalim,
or ‘inner’ area, and a section of the parallel part of the longhouse, the tawa,
which contains a public gallery and private sleeping and storage rooms. I went
on fieldwork with my husband and baby, and it became clear that since we had
a child we could not be dependant on another hearth-group but had to estab-
lish and maintain our own, which included cooking our own rice meals. I
became aware of the importance of the hearth-group and of the significance of
the rice meal in constituting this unit, which is focused on the hearth where the
meal 1s cooked.

My thesis (Janowski 1991) was an analysis of the way in which proper
human life, as the Kelabit see it, is generated through the complementary rela-
tonship between the male and female heads of hearth-groups via the rice meal
which they provide for dependants. While everyday rice meals are shared by
hearth-group members, occasional large scale rice meals are shared by broader,
more inclusive groups than the hearth-group. Ilooked in my thesis at the role
of irau feasts, which are the derivative of pre-Second World War naming and
death feasts of merit, and which are focused on huge rice meals. I argued that
these large scale rice meals, and particularly irax, are explicit statements of what
is implicit in everyday meals. I also suggested that they are the basis for the
generation of relative social status among the Kelabit. I have written a number
of papers which derive from the thesis and build on the argument in it (e.g.
Janowski 1995, 2000).

Being Kelabit: Christianity

As 1s common during first periods of fieldwork, I suffered from a degree of
myopia during my Ph.D. fieldwork. I tried, as do so many anthropologists by
inclination if not by deliberate decision, to retrieve vestiges of the past rather
than looking forward into the future. This fairly common phenomenon among
anthropologists is, I would suggest, partly due to a desire to distance one’s data
from oneself by siting it at a temporal distance. It is also particularly likely to
be present if there are aspects of one’s data which one finds personally difficult
to accept. In my case, [ found it difficult to accept something which is, nowa-
days, absolutely fundamental to the Kelabit: evangelical Christianity. The
Kelabit were converted after the Second World War and are now devout evan-
gelistic Christians. I have to admit to trying initially to ignore this, concentra-
ting on vestiges of ‘traditional’ beliefs insofar as I looked at the area of religion.
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However, the Kelabit themselves wanted us to participate in their church, and
eventually my family and I were almost bodily carried into the church one
Sunday and we began to participate every week in the main Sunday service. In
fact, I ended up being quite attached to Kelabit Christianity because it 1s,
nowadays, such an important part of the Kelabit psyche and identity, but my
thesis does not address the question of Christianity as an issue, merely describ-
ing the history of conversion.

Another area I did not explore explicitly was the notion of whatitmeans to
be Kelabit. Rather than asking questions about this, I took it for granted. My
thesis does not address it, despite the fact that the widespread currency of the
term Kelabit as an ethnonym nowadays is rather interesting, given that 1t de-
rives from a misunderstanding and that the people now called Kelabit were not
described by any inclusive term before the early part of this century.

I began to be uneasy about the fact that I had neglected these areasa couple
of years after completing my thesis, and I have begun to address them since
then. I gave a paper on Kelabit Christianity in 1996 (Janowski 1996) and on
what it means to be Kelabit in town in 1997 (Janowski forthcoming b). How-
ever, | was concurrently developing a desire to relate my fieldwork to myself
more intimately and both these issues — Christianity and identity — were ones
which I had a desire to address in a way which would touch me more closely
than was possible, I felt, in studying a faraway tribe in Borneo.

‘Fieldwork’ among Poles in London

After my Ph.D. fieldwork, when I returned to London to write up my thesis,
my husband, daughter and I went to live with his mother. My mother-in-law
is a Pole from a small town near Lwow, now partof the Ukraine, but which was
part of Poland before the Second World War. She had been displaced to
Kazakhstan and then to Uganda by the invasion of Poland, ending up in the
United Kingdom, where she was reunited with her husband, who is from
Inowroclaw in Nw Poland. They had been separated for nine years. My hus-
band and his elder brother were born in a refugee ‘hostel” in the Essex countrv-
side. There, they lived with my mother and father-in-law, my mother-in-law’s
mother, and her elder brother, moving in 1960 to the house in Ilford into which
we moved in 1988 to join my mother-in-law. In Ilford, the family became part
of the Polish community which had grown up in the area, joining a Polish
parish based in Goodmayes nearby. My mother-in-law’s mother died in 1969,
my father-in-law in 1973 and my mother-in-law’s brother in 1986, just before
we returned from the Kelabit Highlands, leaving her finally alone in the house.
It was partly in order that she should not be alone that we moved in.
Although I had spent two years in Poland with my husband in the 1970s,
had not been immersed in a Polish household during that period, as I was after
1988. From this time on I was thrown into a kind of participant observation
within the Polish community in London, which has, so far, lasted twelve years.
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