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ABSTRACT

This article documents social interaction among rural and urban indigenous communities in
Sarawak during the COVID-19 pandemic and their responses to the outbreak at individual,
household and community levels. The study on social interaction is crucial to shed light on larger
social institutions and to examine how social actions are organized across space and time. The
study framed within the symbolic interactionist perspective - emphasize the role of symbols and
language as the core elements of social interaction. Research methods used in the study are
participant observation and interviews to understand relevant context and process. In participant
observation, researchers took part in socio-cultural activities of the community in the villages and
their dwellings places in urban areas and participated in social media platforms. Data from
observation and interactions (face-to-face or mediated by technology) analysed based on themes
and contents. The findings show that social interaction among community members significantly
altered during the pandemic in terms of the mode of interactions, frequencies, locations, reasons,
duration, types and topics of interactions. These include the shift of face-to-face interactions to
digital interactions, reduced numbers of interactions, significant more home-based interactions,
and then unequal access to digital interactions. Other findings highlight that cultural themes related
to communalism, supernaturalism and family and/or children influenced the community members’
engagement in social interactions. The community responses towards the outbreak varied
according to the socio-economic background of individuals and households. Through these data
the study shed light on how community members interacted during the pandemic; the exchanged
of ideas and information, conflict during interactions, responses to the pandemic and the issues
surround inequality of access to information and communication technologies.
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INTRODUCTION

Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) detected in Wuhan, China in December 2019 (Dong, Du and
Gardner, 2020). During the discovery, the indigenous people had limited knowledge about
COVID-19 and therefore continued with everyday socio-economic activities such as worshipping
together, celebrating birthdays and weddings, and ushering into the New Year. Furthermore, in
early January 2020 family members in ‘exogamic marriage’ occupied with the preparation for the
Lunar New Year celebration. As at 17 February 2020, the outbreak spread to 27 countries, with
more than 70,000 cases (Dong, Du and Gardner, 2020). The World Health Organization (WHO)
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