So Much Information, But So Little Known!

What do we know about the Orang Asli? What do they look like? What languages do they speak? How do they live? What do they believe? 

Much had been written about the Orang Asli. The aim of this section of the website is to provide information about some resources that would give you information about the Orang Asli. 

1. One helpful resource is the following bibliography: 

"Orang Asli of Peninsular Malaysia: A Comprehensive and Annotated Bibliography" edited by Lye Tuck-Po, published by Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University, Kyoto, Japan, in 2001. 

Blurb on the back cover of the book: 

Contains over 1700 references to research materials on the Orang Asli, the indigenous ethnic, minorities of Peninsular Malaysia, and on related groups in Thailand, Indonesia, and Singapore. The oldest references date from the seventeenth century and the most recent from the latter half of 2001. In addition to standard textual sources (books, articles, reports, theses, journalistic materials, government documents, memoranda), this bibliography lists audio-visual materials (films, videos, gramophone and compact disc recordings) and museum and archival collections in Malaysia and abroad. 

With three appendices, four indices, and introductory overview of the conditions under which information on Orang Asli was produced.

Comment: This bibliography is a good resource for anyone interested to find out more about the Orang Asli. You could check out what studies had been done and who had done research among the Orang Asli. The Appendix 1 itself is reason enough for getting the book. It is a valuable guide to the different variants used for names of each Orang Asli group. 
2.  The Orang Asli and the Contest for Resources: Indigenous Politics, Development and Identity in Peninsular Malaysia by Colin Nicholas. IWGIA Document no. 95. Published by International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, Copenhagen and Center for Orang Asli Concerns, Kuala Lumpur in 2000.
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Contents: 

· People and Context

· Orang Asli Development: The Socio-economic Indicators

· Literature review and conceptual framework 

· Orang Asli in history and early politics 

· Policies for a people 

· Controlling a people, controlling resources 

· The contest for resources: Orang Asli identity and empowerment  

· Orang Asli political activism at the close of the millennium 

· Orang Asli representativity: a resource for the state 

· A conclusion for a beginning 

Blurb on the back cover of the book:

The ORANG ASLI AND THE CONTEST FOR RESOURCES traces the history of the indigenous peoples of Peninsular Malaysia from early times to the present; from when the Orang Asli were an independent and autonomous people, to a situation where others are seeking to control their lives today.

The ORANG ASLI AND THE CONTEST FOR RESOURCES argues that development programmes and policies for the Orang Asli, cloaked in a policy of assimilation and integration into the mainstream society, have a single ideological goal – to control their traditional territories and resources.

Efforts aimed at diminishing Orang Asli autonomy, and the concurrent contest for their traditional territories and resources, have caused much social stress in Orang Asli communities. The ORANG ASLI AND THE CONTEST FOR RESOURCES describes how this common experience helped develop an Orang Asli political consciousness beyond the local level such that a new Orang Asli indigenousness emerged as a political strategy for more effective affirmation of their rights.

However, because aspirations and motivations vary between individual Orang Asli, the state is able to exploit such differences and set the Orang Asli against themselves, especially in the contest for resources. Towards this end, The ORANG ASLI AND THE CONTEST FOR RESOURCES examines how the Malaysian state continues to effectively control the Orang Asli as a people and, consequently, exercise control over their traditional territories and traditional resources as well.

Comment: A useful overview about the Orang Asli and the challenges they faced and still face.  It documents and analyses the policies, situations and events that had impacted the lives of the Orang Asli. The plight and struggles of the Orang Asli depicted here are not generally known by most Malaysians who get intermittent and scattered information about these communities from the newspaper. A must-read, whether you agree with the author's analysis or interpretation or not. 

3.  Profile of the Orang Asli in Peninsular Malaysia. Population Census Monograph Series no. 3. Published by the Department of Statistics, Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur in 1997.

A bilingual report (Bahasa Melayu and English) report based on data collected in the 1991 Population and Housing Census of Malaysia. It includes demography, population profiles, data on school attendance and educational attainment, geographical and occupational distributions, as well housing conditions.

Comment:  Although the data is more than decade old, it is still gives useful information that would not be accessible otherwise.  Two notable differences between information provided by this monograph and the JHEOA sources are:

a. The total population of Orang Asli given in the monograph was higher than JHEOA's count because the latter only covered the rural settlements under the department's purview while the census includes the those living in urban areas.

b. The population distribution of the Orang Asli population by state in the monograph shows that Orang Asli are found in every state, though their numbers in certain states are small, but based on the JHEOA sources it would seem that they are not found in Perlis, Pulau Pinang and Kuala Lumpur.


4.  Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 (Act 134) Published by International Law Book Services in 1998.  

"An Act to provide for the protection, well-being and advancement of the aboriginal peoples of West Malaysia. " was the stated intent of the Act.  This piece of legislation from pre-Merdeka times and introduced during the Emergency, although recognising the basic right of the Orang Asli to maintain cultural autonomy, gives the Minister
 responsible for Orang Asli affairs the final say in all matters concerning the administration of the Orang Asli. This includes:

· the question of whether a person is or is not an Orang Asli

· appointment of headmen

· prescribing the terms and conditions upon which aborigines may be employed

· prescribing the terminology by which aborigines, aboriginal communities and aboriginal ethnic groups shall be referred to

· the authority to prohibit any person from entering or remaining in an Orang Asli area

· the authority to prohibit the entry into or circulation of within Orang Asli areas "any written or printed matter, any cinematographic film and everything whether of a nature similar to written or printed matter or not containing any visible representation or by its form, shape or in any other manner capable of suggesting words or ideas and every copy and reproduction or substantial reproduction thereof"

However, when it comes to land matters, which is crucial for the Orang Asli, the Act stipulates that it is the State Authority that is in control. The State Authority is authorised to declare any area to be an aboriginal area or reserve and also revoke that declaration. 

The sections of the Act which is quoted below needs careful reading and correct interpretation:

Section 14: Exclusion of persons from the aboriginal areas and aboriginal reserves.

(1) The Minister may, if he is satisfied that having regard to the proper administration of the welfare of the aborigines in any aboriginal area or aboriginal reserve or aboriginal inhabited place it is desirable that any person or class of person should be prohibited from entering or remaining in the area, reserve or place, make an order to that effect in the form described in the Schedule.

(2) (a) The order when addressed to an individual person may be served on the person named therein by a police officer or by any person whom the Minister may direct to serve the same.

(b) The order shall if practicable be served personally on the person named therein by showing him the original order and by tendering or delivering to him a copy thereof signed by the Minister.

(c) If service cannot conveniently be effected as aforesaid the serving officer shall affix a copy of the order to some conspicuous part of the house or other place where the person named in the order ordinarily resides and thereupon the order shall be deemed to have been duly served.

(d) A certificate signed by the Minister that an order has been duly served on the person named therein shall be admissible in evidence in any judicial proceeding and on the production of such a certificate in court shall presume until the contrary is proved that the order was duly served.

(3) The order, when addressed to a class of persons, shall be published in the Gazette.

(4) Any person on whom an order has been served in accordance with this section who is found within any aboriginal area, aboriginal reserve or aboriginal inhabited place mentioned in the order and any person who is a member of any class of persons which has been prohibited from entering or remaining in any aboriginal area, aboriginal reserve or aboriginal inhabited place who is found within the area, reserve or place shall be guilty of an offence and shall, on conviction, be liable to a fine not exceeding one thousand ringgit.

(5) Any person found committing an offence under subsection (4) may be arrested without warrant by the Commissioner or any police officer.

Section 15: Removal of undesirable persons

(1) The Commissioner and any police officer may detain any person found in any aboriginal area, aboriginal reserve or aboriginal inhabited place whose activities he has reason to believe are detrimental to the welfare of any aborigine or any aboriginal community and shall remove any such person from the area, reserve or place within seven days from the date of detaining him.

(2) The Commissioner or any police officer who detains or removes any person in accordance with subsection (1) shall as soon as possible report all the circumstances in writing to the Minister.

A related section, Section 19, authorises the Minister to "make regulations for carrying into effect the purposes of the Act and in particular for the following purposes: 

… 1 (b) prohibiting either absolutely or conditionally and controlling the entry into aboriginal reserves, aboriginal areas, aboriginal inhabited places and aboriginal settlements of any person or any class of persons. …"


Comment: Everyone, who is interested in working with the Orang Asli communities, should become familiar with the Act.  A much-repeated caution is that the Act prohibits non-Orang Asli from entering Orang Asli villages. What does the Act actually say? Based on Sections 14, 15 and 19 (1) (b), it appears that one is not prohibited by law to enter Orang Asli villages, until and unless an order in writing is issued. However, one may be detained and removed from the village, if his activities are considered detrimental to any Orang Asli or Orang Asli community.  

There have been talks in the past about the need to review the act, and again recently by the Ministry of Rural and Regional Development Malaysia in a paper presented at the International Conference on The Indigenous People 2005, Kuala Lumpur, July 2005.  When one begins to understand the implications of the Act, and becomes aware how it could be selectively implemented to the disadvantage of the Orang Asli communities, it would not be difficult to see why the Act is a reflection of paternalism. It really needs to be reviewed.

5.  Chapter 9, "Orang Asli: The Aboriginal Peoples of Peninsular Malaysia" in Doing The Right Thing: A Practical Guide on Legal Matters for Churches in Malaysia. Published by Kairos Research Centre Sdn. Bhd. in 2004.

Discusses how the provisions in the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 affect the Orang Asli with respect to land occupation, education, religious freedom, etc.


Where to find the books:

Unless stated otherwise, books mentioned are usually available at:

1. 
Koperasi Kedaibuku Universiti Malaya Bhd

Bangunan Perdanasiswa Universiti Malaya

Tel"03-9566 5000 /03- 7956 5425

If not, orders could be placed through the bookstore


(Perhaps also at bookstores in other universities, especially UKM, USM)

2. 
MPH outlets 

3. 
Centre for Orang Asli Concerns


P.O.Box 3052


47590 Subang Jaya


Selangor


Malaysia


Email: coac@tm.net.my

Available from:


International Law Book Services


Lot No.4.1, 4th Floor, Wisma Shen,


149, Jalan Masjid India


50100 Kuala Lumpur


Tel: 03-2693 9862 / 2693 9864 








Available from:


Kairos Research Centre Sdn. Bhd


19B, Jalan SS22/19, Damansara Jaya


47400 Petaling Jaya


Malaysia





Available from: Department of Statistics, Malaysia











� There is no Ministry for Orang Asli Affairs, but a Department of Orang Asli Affairs or Jabatan Hal Ehwal Orang Asli (JHEOA), headed by the Director-General. "The Minister referred to in the Aboriginal Peoples Act is usually the Minister heading the Ministry which has jurisdiction over the JHEOA. Currently, this is the Ministry of National Unity and Social Development. In the past the JHEOA came under the following ministers: Ministry of Home Affairs (1955-1956), Ministry of Education (1956-1959), Ministry of Home Affairs (1959-1964), Ministry of Land and Mines (1964-1970), Ministry of Agriculture and Land (1970-1971), Ministry of National and Rural Development (1971-1974), Ministry of Home Affairs (1974-1990), Ministry of Rural Development (1990-1993), and Ministry of National Unity and Social Development (1994 –present)" in The Orang Asli and the Contest for Resources, p139.  The Ministry has since been changed, again, and is currently The Ministry of Rural and Regional Development.
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