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An Aspect of the Indigenous: An Anthropological Study on Narrating the
Indigenous in Sabah, Malaysia

Toru Ueda

This paper is based on a case study in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah that aims to
analyze the dynamic narratives in contemporary Malaysia of the “indigenous,” which is
a word that takes on its own particular meaning in each local context. This paper
explores how this concept was carved out at the interface between the policies and
people in an urban settlement (kampung K) in Sabah, where the author has conducted
anthropological fieldwork since 2003. Kampung K is located on public land where
people with various backgrounds started to live without legal permission. It was
initially labeled “a squatter village” by the local government; however, by the end of the
1990s it was finally legalized after continual petitions by its inhabitants based on the
land law that was enacted to protect indigenous rights during the colonial era. This
change in status was made possible by the fact that most of the people living in the
kampung can trace their origins to the interior area of Sabah and as a result, they are
no longer called squatter residents, but rather indigenous people of Malaysia who
represent themselves as such. Nevertheless, some folks narrate themselves in a manner
different from the official narrative regarding the indigenous; for example, when
holding cultural events or launching organizations. However, since this alternative
method of narrating the indigenous has no place in the government-oriented discourse,
it is adjusted to the official one. The intervention is accepted as a whole, but all
discourse on the indigenous by the people in the kampung follows this alternative way;
when they narrate in the forms of jokes, parodies, and hope it has a place as an

alternative method of narrating the indigenous.
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Malaysia, Sabah, aspect, the indigenous
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