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Orang Asli in the Outskirts of Globalizing Kuala Lumpur:

Changing Indigenous Communities and Contest for Their Places in Peninsular Malaysia

by
Masami FUJIMAKI

Malaysia became a newly developed country after the 1990s, under the ‘Mahathir Era’ of over 20 years, while
the mega projects such as ‘Kuala Lumpur City Center’ (KLCC) and ‘Multimedia Super Corridor’ (MSC) have
been initiated in and around the Kuala Lumpur Metropolitan Area that accompanies the tremendous
transformation of landscape. These mega projects inevitably demanded vast project spaces. As a result, the life-
spaces or living territories of peoples without registered land titles have legally been taken over under the laws.
The Orang Asli, Just like other peoples without registered land title, the so called ‘urban squatters’, have been
ordered to be removed and evicted for a small compensation or under the pretext of a resettlement program to
upgrade of their standard of living by the states and JHEOA, the Department of Orang Asli Affairs.

The Orang Asli are the indigenous minority people of Peninsular Malaysia. They are a minority, because
even with a population of 132,000 in 2004, they composed only 0.5 % of the entire national population. According
to official statistics and documents, they are divided into three groups —Senoi, Proto Malay and Negrito— and
further sub-divided into 18 sub-ethnic groups.

Their communities are generally distributed around the border or in the depths of the forests on the
mountains and on the coast. Most of the Orang Asli villages are scattered in the central mountain areas in
Perak (population: 26,000 as of 1993) and Pahang (34,000), but some Temuan (classified as Proto-Malay) villages
are also found in the mountain area of Selangor (10,000) that surrounds Kuala Lumpur as well as in the coastal
area of the Straits of Malacca. Their livelihood, which was once confined to the dense forests, has changed
drastically since the 1980s. Their ‘invisible’ and ‘forgotten’ villages for states and the main stream society,
before the beginning of the development era, have been replaced by oil palm estates, new towns, express
highways, and the development of dams and resorts. In addition, the construction of the new KL International
Airport, the new administrative capital of Putrajaya and the cyber city of Cyberjaya are on the homelands of
the Orang Asli.

The Orang Asli have been a special target group since they have been marginalized and left behind in terms
of the economic and social development of the country. Therefore, under the name of ‘integration into the
whole society’ policy, they have been resignedly resettled into new villages with new houses, some money and
some provisions and without the land titles. Although they are the original or the ‘first’ inhabitants of the
Peninsular Malaysia and have practiced their own customary ownerships and occupation of lands from ‘time
immemorial’, they were unable to acquire and retain the land rights, because their lands belong to state/
Sultan lands. Further, those who do not have any registered land titles under the present land codes have been
regarded as ‘squatters’. Recently, however, contest for lands between the Orang Asli and states/ the capital
have been emerging in this country. The Orang Asli are gradually winning their case by insisting on their
customary practices and by mobilizing their geo-histories in the courts in the context with the globally

networking of the resistance of the indigenous people.
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