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National Integration of the Orang Asli in the Malaysian Islamic
Context Hood Mohamad Salleh

The lecture was primarily concerned with how the small indigenous commu-
nities of aborigines (Orang Asli) of peninsular Malaysia have responded to
attempts of the Government to integrate them into the wider national society. In
order to avoid any misunderstanding of the actual situation, it was first suggested
that the lecture was more focussed on the question of religions of the Orang Asli
as religions of a peripheralised community and what this meant in the context of
the contemporary developing Malaysian nation. It was noted that Malaysia was
not an Islamic state in the proper sense, although Islam continues to be the official
state religion,

Since gaining independence, the primary aim of the Malaysian government had
been to integrate Orang Asli into the mainstream national economy, mainly
because of the reason that, as a population (82,000 people : 1991 survey) they were
widely dispersed (18 named ethnic groups, speaking some 12 different languages,
some of Mon Khmer and some of Austronesian origins) and are economically
disadvantaged. It was stated that as a community a relatively small part of the
national budget is and had been allocated to Orang Asli.

In order to appreciate their present situation and identity, one has to look at
some historical facts which had directly influenced official policy towards them.
For the purpose of the lecture, five ‘stages’ of historical development were
identified. First, the colonial period when attitudes towards them as gentle,
peace-loving but vulnerable people resulted in their being “screened off” from
traumatic interference from the outside world. There were thus looked upon more
as “noble savages” than people capable of deciding anything for themselves.
Second, the period of insurgency in the jungle where they live (the ‘Emergency
Period’ of 1948-1960) was a time of great uncertainty and which culminated in
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Orang Asli being administered under a Department of Aboriginal Affairs created
through the Aboriginal Peoples Act of 1954 (Act 134). The third stage (just after
Independence in 1957) did not improve the Orang Asli situation since this coincided
with the stage of political transition and self government for the country. The
status of Orang Asli remained uncertain. During the fourth stage (1970s-1980s),
there were attempts to convert Orang Asli through various government agencies
into Islam but the issue of “land rights” and how best to administer them presented
problems which were difficult for the government to solve. The fifth stage (1980s
to the present) underlined further the difficulties involved in integration. Reasons
for Orang Asli rejection of government policy as well as why some Orang Asli did
respond to it was discussed.
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