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Orang Asal Lives Matter 
Identity Politics in Sabah and Sarawak

alaysia is a multi-racial country 

Mcomprising of about 76 ethnic and sub-

ethnic groups, with the Malays, Chinese 

and Indians forming the dominant group, and 

about 73 indigenous peoples or Orang Asal as they 

are collectively referred to. As of 2017, the Orang 

Asal of Malaysia who are residing mainly in Sabah 

and Sarawak, are estimated to account for around 

13.8 percent of the 31,660,700 million national 

population. 

According to the International Work Group for 

Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA), “The Orang Asli are 

the Indigenous Peoples of Peninsular Malaysia. 

The 18 Orang Asli subgroups within the Negrito 

(Semang), Senoi and Aboriginal-Malay groups 

account for 0.7% of the population of Peninsular 

Malaysia (31,950,000). In Sarawak, the 25 

Indigenous ethnic groups are collectively known as 

natives (Dayak and/or Orang Ulu). They include 

the Iban, Bidayuh, Kayan, Kenyah, Lun Bawang, 

Penan, Kelabit, Kedayan, Bisaya, Berawan, 

Lahanan, Sekapan, Kejaman, Punan, Baketan, 

Ukit, Sihan, Tagal, Tabun, Saban, Lisum, and 

Longkiput. They constitute around 1,932,600 or 

70.5% of Sarawak's population of 2,707,600 

people. In Sabah, the 39 different Indigenous 

ethnic groups are known as natives or Anak Negeri 

By: Jannie Lasimbang

and make up some 2,233,100 or 58.6% of Sabah's 

population of 3,813,200. The main indigenous 

groups are the Dusun, Murut, Paitan and Bajau 

groups.”

Sabah and Sarawak, two Bornean territories, 

formed Malaysia in 1963 together with the Malay 

Peninsula, or Malaya. The demography and social 

history of Sabah and Sarawak vastly differ from the 

eleven states in the Malay Peninsula, and the stark 

inequalities between east and west Malaysia has 

led to increased state political nationalism over the 

past decade. At the heart of this increasing 

nationalism in Sabah and Sarawak is the Malaysia 

Agreement 1963 (MA63) — the legal instrument 

which led to the formation of the Federation of 

Malaysia. After more than fty years, Sabahans 

and Sarawakians feel short-changed and that the 

guarantees contained in the MA63 have not been 

fullled and political parties are openly calling for 

a review of federal–state relations. 

This article will focus on the conception of identity 

of the Orang Asal of Sabah and to some extent 

Sarawak, and how identity politics in these two 

regions have been used to shape the political 

landscape today. 
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Policies and Programs Neglecting Orang 
Asal

The conception of identity in Malaysia is very 
much centered on race, religion and sex and this 
is no different in Sabah and Sarawak. Any ofcial 
document for school entrance and scholarships, 
aid applications from the Employees' Provident 
Fund (EPF), and nancial support for single 
mothers and the disabled invariably requires 
information on race, religion and gender. Even if 
application forms may not require these details, 
most agencies are linked online to the National 
Registration Department where background 
checks can be done on the individual's race, 
religion and sex. These data have been the basis of 
many policies and programs of the government, 
including analyses on voting trends. Political and 
economic analyses in Sabah and Sarawak have 
often focused on Muslim bumiputera and non- 
Muslim bumiputera, where the bumiputera status 

The conception of identity in Malaysia is very much centered on race, 
religion and sex and this is no different in Sabah and Sarawak.

is supposed to include the Orang Asal along with 
the Malays. 

The federal government introduced the New 
Economic Policy (NEP) in 1970 to address societal 
imbalances, with the twin goals of reducing 
poverty across the board and redistributing wealth 
to the bumiputera through afrmative action. This 
complemented constitutional references to the 
special rights of the bumiputera, which covered 
quotas in civil service, scholarship allocation, 
university enrolment and business licenses. The 
NEP was formally replaced by other development 
policies in 1991 and 2001, which shifted attention 
to 'balanced development' to reduce income 
inequality between and within ethnicities, 
including the Orang Asal population in Sabah and 
Sarawak who continue to represent the poorest in 
Malaysia today. The Orang Asal have obviously not 
beneted from the constitutional provision for 
bumiputera status. 

Literaly meaning “sons of the earth,” bumiputera refers to Malays and other indigenous peoples in Malaysia — the editor
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Adat refers to the customary laws of the indigenous peoples of Malaysia and Indonesia — the editor.2

The fact that there is no specic recognition of the 
Orang Asal as a group is seen to have contributed 
to decades of neglect. In most application forms, 
ethnic identities do not go beyond the conception 
of the three main races in Malaysia (Malays, 
Chinese and Indians) and indigenous 
communities are forced to categorize themselves 
under “lain-lain” (literally, others).

Use of Identity Politics among the Orang 
Asal

In Sabah and Sarawak, identity markers that 
distinguishes the Orang Asal are their unique 
collective social, cultural, and political systems, 
which communities struggle to maintain and pass 
on to their next generation. The Orang Asal social 
system that focuses on the role of elders in the 
community, maintaining close family relations and 
the teaching of the adat  are still upheld even for 
families who have settled in urban areas for work 
or education. Probably the most apparent are the 
indigenous cultural identity markers, which not 
only encompass cultural practices (dances, food, 

drinks, costumes and celebrations) but also beliefs, 
health practices and resource management 
systems. Political identity markers that are 
apparent include administrative/governance 
systems (traditional leaders such as native chiefs 
and village heads) and juridical systems 
(customary laws and native courts).

These conceptualizations of identity have become 
a political tool that have unfortunately become 
entrenched in political organizing by successive 
governments in Sabah and Sarawak. Probably the 
most effective way has been the political 
appointment of traditional leaders and other 
community leaders into inuential positions such 
as native chiefs, village chiefs and village 
development councils. Since these leaders are also 
the conduits for social services, aid and 
development projects, they can also be powerful 
inuencers in the community. Another political 
tool that capitalizes on indigenous identity is the 
mobilization of close-knit community social 
relations whereby parents and elders are targeted 
to inuence the children's voting during elections. 

The Orang Asal have obviously not beneted from the constitutional
provision for bumiputera status.
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contribution to society but they also entail creating 
and promoting new and traditional titles and roles 
in the community. For example, among the 
Kadazan and Dusun indigenous communities in 
Sabah, the title of Huguan Siou (Paramount 
Leader) and Huguan Siou Lundu Mirongod (Brave 
Paramount Thinker) are only conferred to political 
gures. Personality politics works because the 
Orang Asal communities have always placed 
importance on culture and their traditional 
leaders, and thus, this is the way which political 
socialization have been capitalized today.

Under the guise of providing development for its 
constituents, patronage politics in Sabah and 
Sarawak have ourished, with political parties and 
its representatives using his inuence, position 
and social status to garner support. Many political 
parties have been patronizing cultural associations 
for political organizing. For example, ethnic-based 
cultural associations of the Kadazan, Dusun, Bajau 
and Murut communities in Sabah are often used 
as platforms for outreach and organizing by 
political parties capitalizing on cultural 
celebrations and other activities of the 
associations.

Throughout more than two decades of the Barisan 
National (National Alliance) in power, the rural 
areas where most of the Orang Asal reside are in 
dire need of infrastructure development. Voting 
patterns among the Orang Asal indicate that they 
have continued to support the ruling coalition due 
to the lures of development promises, cash 
distribution and government aid. For decades, the 
Orang Asal were bombarded with information that 
only the ruling coalition had the capability and 
resources to provide development. Even after the 
rise of the opposition in 2008 and 2018 that 
promised to promote programmatic development, 
patronage politics is still pervasive in most rural 
areas. The fact that the Orang Asal territories in 
Sabah and Sarawak are underdeveloped and that 
the people continue to live in poverty means that 
infrastructure development and direct economic 
aid from the government are considered a 
necessity and this fact is one of the key elements of 
patronage politics here.

The uneasy federal-state relation in the context of 
the MA63, and the years of perceived socio-
economic and political neglect make it easy for 
ethno-nationalism that looks at the notion of 
nation and nationality in ethnic terms to take root 
in the political landscape of Sabah and Sarawak. 
The uncontrolled inux of undocumented 
migrants from the Philippines and Indonesia into 
Sabah became hot political issues among the 
Orang Asal who felt threatened by the sheer 
number of migrants arriving and the federal 

Decades of identity politics in Sabah 
and Sarawak had eroded harmonious 
relations and inuenced the Orang 
Asal's voting patterns through a 
politics of personality, patronage and 
ethno-nationalism.

Decades of identity politics in Sabah and Sarawak 
had eroded harmonious relations and inuenced 
the Orang Asal's voting patterns through a politics 
of personality, patronage and ethno-nationalism.

Personality politics that promotes the psycho-
cultural aspect of political culture has been 
effective among the Orang Asal. The personal 
attributes of political gures not only include the 
person's charisma, his (or his family's) legacy and 

“
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government's response (or lack of it), which did 
not actively involve the Sabah government or were 
seen to be used for political control. The Sabah 
coalition government of the day focused its 
elections campaign in 2020 in creating fear that 
the opposition party, Warisan (Heritage Party) was 
planning to pave the way for undocumented 
migrants to apply for citizenship. 

Additionally, capitalizing on primordial sentiments 
(which emphasize afnity towards one's racial or 
religious group) have changed Sabah's political 
parties from being multi-racial to being more 
ethnic-based. Despite the fact that Sabah and 
Sarawak communities have often been 
commended for their ethnically diverse yet 
harmonious relationship, the divide and rule 
mindsets have become deeply rooted in its political 
landscape and it has become harder to 
mainstream pluralistic approaches.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Social democratic principles that embody 
pluralism and diversity as part and parcel of 
democracy and social equality are embraced by the 
Democratic Action Party (DAP). However, there is 
still a serious lack of understanding on the 
situation of the Orang Asal in Malaysia, and more 
so for the natives of Sabah and Sarawak. While the 
party has been promoting pluralistic values and 
diverse representations, it has been nding it 
difcult to attract more indigenous members and 
leaders.  

A rights-based approach to the Malaysia 
Agreement of 1963, championing devolution of 
power and self-governance, and understanding 
issues close to the heart of the natives of Sabah 
and Sarawak that bets DAP's social democratic 
principles would refute sentiments that it is a 
“Malayan” party.

In general, the efforts by civil society and by 
political parties to promote progressive democratic 
values, to push for the adoption of anti-
discrimination laws, and accession to relevant 
international human rights treaties have largely 
been unsuccessful. Providing sustained political 
education and better access to information for 
Orang Asal communities and leaders, and 
especially among young voters, would denitely 
negate the inuence of identity politics.

Social democrats must strengthen efforts towards 
recognition of Orang Asal rights and strengthen 
support on issues that are of key concern to 
indigenous peoples such as land rights, rural 
development and undocumented migrants, while 
also countering parochial sentiments. There must 

Social democrats must strengthen 
efforts towards recognition of Orang 
Asal rights and strengthen support 
on issues that are of key concern to 
indigenous people.

be a consensus among all political parties to 
develop other conduits for development, aid and 
social services that would eventually remove 
political patronage. The move by the Registrar of 
Societies to outlaw patronage by political gures in 
cultural and educational organizations should not 
only be supported but also monitored so it does not 
favor those currently in government.

Efforts by DAP lawmakers in Sabah and Sarawak 
to remove political appointments away from 
traditional governance, and to support and 
strengthen traditional institutions must be 
followed through. At the same time, DAP as a 
party, could study and learn from the indigenous 
peoples' concept of consensus-building, which 
could contribute to building institutions that 
promote harmonious leadership.
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