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Abstract. The Orang Asli communities are at a crossroad in development.
Although they are marginalized and viewed as poor and backward, this is just
one of many perspectives of them. In fact, the Orang Asli’s existing culture shows
many environmentally friendly practices, which are so important as Malaysia
embraces the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and
the Environment, Social and Governance (ESG) approach as we embrace
modernization and development. Despite their high levels of poverty above the
national average, they have shown resilience as they balance between
modernization and the preservation of their cultural beliefs, values, and
languages. This paper has outlined some of their successes and challenges as they
move forward in development and modernization. Secondary data materials were
used to write this paper, and keywords such as “Orang Asli successes”, “Orang
Asli challenges”, “Orang Asli sustainability”, “health Orang Asli”, “education
Orang Asli”, “Jakoa” were used to search for relevant articles on the Internet.
Finally, this paper concludes that the Orang Asli communities should not be
viewed as backward because their existing culture embodies sustainability
practices which are much favored in our postmodern society. In truth, the Orang
Asli should be viewed as ‘postmodern’ in some aspects because they have the
necessary knowledge and practices of environmental sustainability, which are
highly cherished in view of today’s global environmental crises.
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1 Introduction

The Orang Asli are indigenous people of Peninsular Malaysia who have been the longest
residents here since prehistoric times. There are altogether 18 subgroups spread
throughout nine of the 14 states in Peninsular Malaysia [8]. However, their population
size is just about 0.8 percent of Peninsular Malaysia’s total population. In 2020, their
numbers totalled 206,777 people [10]. They are also known as Orang Asal, or the original
inhabitants of the country. Besides the Orang Asli, there are other indigenous groups in
Sabah and Sarawak, but this essay deals mainly with the Orang Asli in Peninsular
Malaysia.

Generally, the term ‘Orang Asli’ is only used for the indigenous groups in Peninsular
Malaysia, but not the other indigenous groups in Sabah and Sarawak [9].

When one mentions “Orang Asli” people, the image that often conjures up is one of
poverty, backwardness, and landlessness [31,23]. But this is just one of many perspectives
with which to view the Orang Asli and other indigenous tribes in Malaysia. Although this
particular paradigm evaluates the Orang Asli in economic and monetary terms, they are
actually more than what modern people view them. Having said this, it cannot be denied
that the Orang Asli do experience crushing poverty (with their poverty rate being the
highest in the country), deadly diseases, and landlessness as a result of various
combinations of factors [23].

Modernization and development in the modern sense are not without their challenges
for the Orang Asli. When the Orang Asli were mostly in the forest or were seafarers, they
basically had enough food, water, and other medicinal resources right at their doorstep
[6], but as they modernize, the Orang Asli must learn to co-exist with their cultural
heritage and world view while balancing modern lifestyles.

In this paper, the Orang Asli’s successes in environmental sustainability are
highlighted. Then, their successes in education, business, politics and sports in the modern
sense will be highlighted. They are at a crossroad in development, having to balance
modernity with preserving their sustainable cultural heritage. At the same time, their
challenges in coping with modernization will also be featured in this paper.

This paper believes in the role of the media and digital technology in aiding the Orang
Asli’s quest to bring about heightened awareness regarding their cultural heritage and
survival, as well as their existing sustainable worldview and beliefs. At the same time,
they have managed to balance the market economy practices, which are usually
environmentally extractive and degrading. The Orang Asli’s culture and norms contain
sustainability practices that are desirable and are in tandem with the now-touted United
Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [1] and the ESG.

As Malaysia tries to achieve the 17 SDGs locally and nationally, the Orang Asli have
become role models and even agents or champions of sustainability as they modernize.
For example, they still have the prerequisite knowledge and practices that do not waste
forest resources even for profits. They don’t cut down trees unnecessarily and believe that
there are spirits everywhere in their physical environment [1]. As a result, they respect
their environment, and don’t easily pollute their environment with rubbish or plastics

(ibid).
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Moreover, with our modern-day Environment, Social and Governance (ESG) approach
to economics, the Orang Asli are also at the forefront of eco-tourism and sustainable
cultural heritage tourism in their respective villages. For example, in Royal Belum, Perak.
So, in this way, they are “postmodern” in the sense that they live harmoniously with their
environment while developing and modernizing. However, quite a number of them are
also modernizing like we modern people.

2 Literature Review

In this section, let’s take a look at some of the existing literature on Orang Asli. Mostly,
they dealt with development issues in terms of landlessness, healthcare, education, and
wellbeing. There are also writeups on how they contribute to sustainable eco-tourism [2].

Moreover, increasingly, there are debates about the way forward for the Orang Asli.
Should they continue to develop and modernize like us? Should they help us manage our
forest resources as a win-win arrangement? Or should they be allowed to stay in the
forest? Would this be their choice, or would this be possible in view of issues such as land
title issues, deforestation, and illegal logging activities?

2.1  Legal Definition of Orang Asli

The Orang Asli is known as ‘aborigine’ in Article 160(2) of the Federal Constitution, and
this provides some acknowledgement of their unique status. The Orang Asli are also
governed by the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 and the Malaysian government’s 1961
policy statement, which accords them a certain ‘special rights’. Moreover, the Federal
Constitution stipulates that ‘aborigine’ is under the purview, powers, and obligations of
the Federal Government in contrast with the state governments of the country [22]. This
is where different interpretations of the law emerge, but generally, it’s agreed that the
Orang Asli has claims to certain rights.

2.2 Land Ownerships

The Orang Asli communities have lost land and cannot easily get land titles. For example,
only 15.1 percent of all Orang Asli lands were gazetted as their reservations, and almost
1,445 hectares of such gazetted Orang Asli reserves were de-gazetted between 1990-
2003. Unfortunately, these statistics are very old and were published by Jabatan Hal-
Ehwal Orang Asli (JHEOA or in English, the Department of Orang Asli Affairs) in 2003.
The department has since been renamed as Jabatan Kemajuan Orang Asli (Jakoa or in
English, the Department of Orang Asli Development), but it’s still difficult to obtain
newer public data online. A majority of the Orang Asli have strong loyalty, attachment
and connection to their ancestral habitats. They also consider their native customary lands
as a prerequisite to their socio-economic and spiritual wellbeing, as evidenced by their
activists’ emphasis on getting land titles. For example, the non-recognition of their
customary land rights is still the prevailing number one issue now as then, when Nicholas
published his report as commissioned by the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia
(SUHAKAM) [21, 23].

The Bumiputra policy provides differential treatment between the Orang Asli and the
Malays, even though both groups are Bumiputras:
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“Taken on a per-capita basis, the reserve land allocation works out to 0.15 hectares per
Orang Asli. This figure compares poorly to the same computation for the Malays. With
the size of the total Malay Reserve Land being 4.413 million hectares (7he
Sun 23.5.1996), and with a Malay population of 10.2 million in 1996 (The
Star 31.1.1998), the Malay reserve land to population ratio is 0.43 hectares per person.
This is almost triple that for the Orang Asl. Only 51.185 hectares (0.28 per cent) of the
18,587 hectares of gazetted Orang Asli reserves were securely titled. Furthermore, in
terms of individuals, only 0.02 per cent of Orang Asli (19 individuals) have title to their
land. Orang Asli reserve land, in effect, has none of the security that Malay reservation
land guarantees. The government perceives that the Orang Asli are only tenants-at-will
(at the will of the government) on their land, and it can acquire the land at any time
without any need for compensation, save for what the Orang Asli have built or planted
on it” [23]. Nah has concurred with Nicholas the differences in treatment between these
two groups of Bumiputras [21, 24].

2.3 Eco-Tourism

In accordance with Nobel Prize-winning scholar Amartya Sen’s capability approach to
development, the Orang Asli has engaged in eco-tourism activities catering to tourists
who are interested in Orang Asli’s culture, livelihood and their traditional way of life as
well as peace away from the hustle and bustle of the city. In some circles, these eco-
tourism activities are also known as sustainable cultural heritage tourism or sustainable
eco-culture tourism which are considered as win-win, with the Orang Asli acting as agents
of sustainability within their habitats/villages and preserving their cultural heritage while
generating income which can alleviate their poverty level [2, 17].

The Orang Asli communities were receptive towards this approach, and over the years,
since the scholars’ research projects, these eco-tourism offerings/packages by the Orang
Asli communities have increased [2, 17]. For some scholars and the Malaysian
government, this type of eco-tourism is one way that enables the Orang Asli communities
to balance between modernization, development and preserving their cultural heritage.

3 Methods

This paper has utilized secondary study as its main research method and has googled
articles posted on the Internet to find writings that are relevant to the current topic. Key
words such as “Orang Asli sustainability”, Orang Asli in Malaysia”, “problems Orang
Asli”, “Orang Asli successes”, and “Jakoa”, among others, were used when searching for
suitable writings which fit this paper’s themes and topic.

The two themes listed in this paper are the Orang Asli’s successes and challenges as
they modernize in development. The main focus of this paper is on their successes and
challenges in modernizing like we modern people, but another developmental path exists
now where they can preserve their cultural heritage and practices because it’s very
environmentally friendly.

Besides websites, this paper has also used journal articles and conference papers found
on the Internet. One of the biggest advantages of library research is that it allows for an
overall view of the issues surrounding the Orang Asli without having to go to their
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place(s) of residence. This method is also cost-effective and less time-consuming than
primary data collection [18]. Moreover, there are lots of sources of information to choose
from [5].

However, the disadvantages of secondary data research include the lack of control over
the data collection process, differing research goals and the utilization of the same
datasets for similar research purposes [5]. The existing data may be inadequate in terms
of substance and may not necessarily be a perfect match to one’s current research
questions [18].

4 Findings and Discussion

The Orang Asli’s successes are available on the Jakoa website and some news articles on
the Internet. As for Orang Asli challenges or problems related to their wellbeing as they
modernize, the existing publication resources are voluminous and easily available online.
However, they are at a crossroad in development because they have to balance between
preserving their cultural heritage, which is sustainable and highly valued in today’s
postmodern world, and modernizing in the modern sense, where individualism and an
environmental extractive mindset prevail.

4.1  Success in Sustainability

The Orang Asli communities have the necessary cultural capital to be agents of
sustainability. Even the Malaysian government has acknowledged this and scholars are
now debating whether they should continue to develop in the modern sense [4,6] . In
Kampung Tanjung Rambai, Selangor, has shown that the Orang Asli adults and children
have land-based learning, which is experiential, unlike modern book-knowledge
education. Moreover, they have skills such as being able to catch fish with their bare
hands and can identify plants for consumption, medicine, and others.
“The stewardship of forests by local and indigenous forest-dependent communities will
not only benefit themselves but is also believed to be in the best interests of urban
societies, all the more so in today’s globally intertwined social—ecological system...” [6].
Scholars are also advocating for the Orang Asli to play a bigger role in Community Forest
Management (CFM) because most of them live forest-based lives, and that their
“...learning is through hands-on experience with the land” [6].
Success in sustainability is in line with the 17 SDGs and especially SDG No. 12
Responsible Consumption and Production. This is exactly what the Orang Asli
communities do with their natural forest resources. For example, they hand-pick plants
and process them with natural methods without destroying their habitat and without using
synthetic chemicals [26]. Hence, they are not backward people but, in some sense,
‘postmodern’.

The following successes (below) showed the Orang Asli’s efforts and ambitions in
achieving what we termed as ‘success’.
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4.2 Success in Education

The Jakoa website has highlighted successes in education of the Orang Asli communities
[12]. For example, students from the Orang Asli communities who have excelled in the
public school examinations like the Sijil Tinggi Persekolahan Malaysia (STPM or in
English, Malaysian Higher School Certificate) and the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM or
in English, Malaysian Certificate of Education) were showcased. The list started since
2020 onwards.

In 2022, The Star reported that there was a zero dropout rate among the Orang Asli at
the government’s primary schools. In addition, in January 2023, a combined 348 Orang
Asli pupils who had quit had restarted schooling in 10 schools throughout the country
[11]. These are good signs for the development of their knowledge acquisition and critical
thinking skills.

According to Malaysia’s Education Minister, Fadlina Sidek, her ministry has, since
2013, offered 20 Orang Asli and 20 indigenous Penan students annually to pursue a
bachelor’s degree in teaching specializing in the Malay Language at the country’s many
Teachers’ Education Institutes (IPGs) across the country [11]. Fadlina Sidek was quoted
below:

“To date, a total of 99 Orang Asli students and 53 Penan students have furthered their
studies in various fields,” she said’ [11].

A qualitative investigation successfully identified factors that contributed to the Orang
Asli’s completion of tertiary education [3]. These are identified among their respondents
from the Jah Hut and Semelai tribes. The success factors discovered were strong self-
motivation and supportive environment, such as transportation, accommodation, financial
support, parental involvement, geographical location, and local culture, which
encouraged learning, and which perceived education as important.

In addition, the media has played an important role in highlighting successful Orang
Asli achievements. For example, BERNAMA had published a story about a triumphant
Orang Asli female student who graduated with first-class honours in the Bachelor of
Science in Urban Planning and Real Estate from the University College London (UCL)[4]
in the United Kingdom in September 2022. She is from the Semai tribe in Perak [4, 18].

These accounts also showed that success in our modernist perspective is accessible to
all, including the Orang Asli. However, the question remains whether they want to
modernize like us or continue to be forest-dependent peoples. Moreover, SDG No. 4
Quality Education should rightly include syllabi relevant to the Orang Asli lives, as
demonstrated [6], who have hands-on experience with their physical environment.

Moreover, many online websites have showcased the famous Dr Masni a/p Mat Dong,
who is a successful Orang Asli (Jakun tribe) academician, among others. She serves as a
role model and has researched Orang Asli issues extensively.
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4.3 Success in Business

Jakoa has also showcased successful Orang Asli entrepreneurs in six states, namely, in
Negeri Sembilan, Selangor, Perak, Pahang, Johor, and Kelantan [13]. These entrepreneurs
comprised eight men and five women doing various businesses.

On 18" March 2024, The Rakyat Post published a business success story of a 26-year-
old Orang Asli entrepreneur who sold 9,000 units of herbal oil, herbs, and honey on her
TikTok account, which enabled her to fulfil her hopes of possessing an accommodation
[25].

This showed creativity and resilience among the Orang Asli communities. While these
business successes are ‘modern’ and mostly profit-oriented, the Orang Asli have also
engaged in selling many different types of forest produce for many years while practising
sustainability to prevent wastage of jungle resources [1]. Such sustainability practices are
in tandem with the postmodern understanding of balancing resource use while
maintaining a healthy environment to prevent degradation. In this way, the Orang Asli
communities are ‘postmodern’ and agents of sustainability while modernizing and
developing.

4.4 Success in Politics

In modernity, the Orang Asli’s foray into politics augurs well for their communities
because this gives them a stronger voice in the government. The Jakoa website has
featured the lone Orang Asli politician, Tuan Ramli bin Dato’ Mohd Nor, who is also the
first Orang Asli Member of Parliament (MP) in Malaysia. Jakoa has also listed the Orang
Asli senators since 1957 onwards [14].

4.5  Success in Sports

Orang Asli successes in sports have been brought to light in the Jakoa website as well
[15]. For example, three sportswomen from these communities had won Southeast Asian
(SEA) games medals, among others, in cricket and sailing. Another award-winning
sportswoman is a national extreme cycling athlete. Meanwhile, the Orang Asli sportsmen
who had won medals are involved in soccer, motor sports, and kayaking.

4.6  Success in Cultural Heritage Activities

The Jakoa website had listed a total of twelve award-winning cultural groups from the
three main Orang Asli categories/tribes [16]. Here’s a breakdown:

Table 1: Orang Asli Cultural Groups in 2022

Category Negrito Senoi Proto-Malays

Sub-category Mendriq (in Semai (in Perak) — Temuan (in Negeri
Kelantan) — Suara Seng Siyok-Serayok Sembilan) — Lanok Kg. Parit
Gunung cultural
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group, established cultural group,

in 2015 established in 2010
Bateq (in Semai (in
Kelantan) —

Sarijam Tanjung cultural group,

cultural group,  established in 2001
established in
2014
Temiar (in Perak)
— Terenloi cultural
group, established in
2008
Mah Meri (in
Selangor) — Seri
Panggung cultural
group, established in

Gong (KPG) cultural group,

established in 1997
Temuan (in Negeri

Selangor) — Bah Bola Sembilan) — Warisan Anak

Damak cultural group,
established in 2008

Temuan (in Melaka) —
Lubuk Bandung cultural
group, established date
unknown

Semelai (in Pahang) —
Seni Budi Semelai Bera

cultural group, established ir

2014

2012
Orang Seletar (in Johor) -
Seletar Laut cultural group,
established in 2010
Jakun (in Johor) — Seri
Tereh cultural group,
established in 2003

Source: [14]

In the following part, some core challenges or problems faced by the Orang Asli will
be highlighted. These include landlessness, deforestation, climate change, a high dropout
rate in education, healthcare issues, and technological adoption.

4.7  Challenge 1: Land Rights and Recognition

Land remains a problematic and contentious issue for the Orang Asli despite the existence
of laws that protect them [27]. For example, it said:

“As can be seen, the size of Orang Asli villages is estimated by JAKOA to be only
approximately 151,141 hectares. From this, only 20 per cent or 30,883 hectares have
either been gazetted or issued with private documentary titles. The remaining 80 per cent
or 120,257 hectares have yet to receive any form of recognition” [27].

The statistics quoted above are from 2012, which are more than a decade ago, but
unfortunately, more updated public data are not obtainable [27].

Besides land title recognition, there are also land rights violations that compelled the
affected Orang Asli communities to repeatedly interact with different government
agencies, but always to no avail [27].

Deforestation is also an issue warranting serious attention because it affects their
environmentally friendly way of life, such as obtaining natural medicinal resources, food,
and performing religious ceremonies [33]. It’s a land-based lifestyle. Moreover, this is a
threat to sustainability and our nation’s aims to achieve the 17 SDGs.
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4.8  Challenge2: Climate Change

Being forest-dependent peoples, the Orang Asli communities are battling climate change
because changes in weather patterns can cause crops to perish, fruits to grow off-season,
and lakes or rivers to dry up, which will deprive them of fish used both as food and in
their religious ceremonies [27,35].

For those who have left the forest and moved to villages, the Orang Asli communities
also experience floods like modern people living in towns and cities in Malaysia [33].

4.9 Challenge3: Education

Quality education, which is relevant to the Orang Asli’s lives, constitutes SDG No. 4,
which can help them preserve their cultural heritage more efficiently while modernizing.
Development scholars also believe that education is a significant factor in success in
developing countries, and the Malaysian government embraces this as the way forward
for the Orang Asli communities as they modernize. It’s also their way out of poverty and
enables the upliftment of their quality of life [28].

However, as mentioned by the Temuan tribe Orang Asli interviewees , the Orang Asli
never did go hungry when they were in the forest because it was a resource-rich land [6].
So, being poor and hungry are incidents tied to the market economy.

Although the Orang Asli students’ school attendance rate is still much below the
national average [17], this is being rectified with the Education Ministry’s Zero Student
Dropout programme which saw a fall in the country’s dropout rate from 1.13 percent in
2020 to 1.11 percent in 2021 to 0.99 percent in 2022 [30].

There should be two types of education programmes for the Orang Asli so that they
are relevant to their lives [31]. For example, helping them acquire basic skills of reading,
writing, and arithmetic (3Rs), and market appropriate skills, as well as assisting them in
preserving their indigenous values, language, culture, and way of life by documenting
their folklore, crafts, and languages.

Moreover, their traditional belief system and cultural practices do align with our
modern-day sustainability approaches [1]. This means that the Orang Asli are agents of
modern-day sustainability and, in a way, the protectors of our environment. So, they are
‘postmodern’ in this sense.
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4.10 Challenge4: Healthcare

The Orang Asli face increasing risks of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) due to
varying degrees of lifestyle, socio-cultural, and environmental changes . These NCDs are
metabolic disorders and musculoskeletal degenerative diseases. For example, obesity,
cardiovascular disease, type Il diabetes, osteoarthritis, and osteoporosis [33]. This
researcher’s project on surveying NCDs amongst the Orang Asli started in full swing at
the end of 2022, and publication of the results has not out yet.

However, infectious diseases such as tuberculosis, leprosy, and malaria continue to be
a major health threat for the Orang Asli communities [22]. Other diseases include
intestinal parasitism and soil-transmitted helminths (STH) infections [19].

Besides the above mentioned diseases, malnutrition, mental health disorders, and
sexual reproductive health of women are also important matters for indigenous peoples
around the world, including for the Orang Asli in Peninsular Malaysia [32].

4.11 Challenge5: Technological Adoption

Access to digital technology can help the Orang Asli communities champion their causes
and highlight their plight. But their ability to harness this digital technology is limited.
For example, an investigation paper published in 2011 showed that within the Semai tribe
of Kampung Bukit Terang, Kampar, Perak, only 5.2 percent were computer literate [7].

A digital gap or digital divide exists between Malaysia’s urbanites and its rural, remote
communities. However, such digital disparity also exists between states in Malaysia “half
of Malaysians experience poor internet connectivity”. For instance, it is to be noted that
about half of the country’s over 30,000 telecommunications towers are located in just four
of the 14 states — Selangor, Penang, Negeri Sembilan, and Perak — causing gaps in digital
connectivity [29].

The question remains whether the Orang Asli communities want to modernize like us
or maybe use technology to highlight their cultural heritage and create awareness about
their experiential way of life, which is tied to their land/environment.

Moreover, the Department of Social and Development Sciences of Universiti Putra
Malaysia’s Faculty of Human Ecology discovered that only 20.7 percent of Malaysia’s
Orang Asli had used digital technology to spread cultural awareness to others and
preserve their heritage [7].

In 2015, Samsung Electronics Malaysia sponsored a technology-enriched programme
for the Orang Asli so that they can balance modernization with the preservation of their
cultural heritage. There is also a Samsung Smart Community Centre in Perak to improve
the Orang Asli’s digital access [7].

5 Conclusion

This paper has used secondary data material to outline the Orang Asli’s successes and
challenges in development in the modern sense. In truth, they are at a crossroads in
development. On the one hand, they can continue to modernize like us, while on the other
hand, they can choose to revert to their more environmentally sustainable lifestyle.
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As they modernize and overcome economic poverty, the Orang Asli are becoming
more like us. However, they are not backward people but ‘postmodern’ in some sense
because they have the necessary cultural capital to preserve their environment, and their
existing culture upholds environmental sustainability, which is important in today’s
postmodern world. In fact, they never did go hungry or in want, and poverty is a
phenomenon linked to the modern market economy [6].

Modern lifestyles tend to be wasteful or polluting, and modern people tend to see the
environment as a resource that should be exploited by any means. Modern people tend to
have an extractive mindset about our habitat, but postmodern people are different and are
changing their mindset to be more environmentally aware due to our many global
environmental crises.

Finally, this paper is a general overview of the Orang Asli situation in Malaysia and is
not without weaknesses. One of this paper’s limitations is its very general overview of
the Orang Asli situation, and it does not focus on any one of the 18 tribes. However, it’s
an attempt at outlining the Orang Asli’s resilience and their triumphs as they modernize,
as well as their pertinent challenges as they move forward in development, balancing
modernization with their existing sustainable practices and beliefs. In a way, the Orang
Asli communities are at a crossroads in development; they can choose to continue to
modernize like us or choose to preserve their cultural heritage, which is environmentally
friendly and sustainable. If they choose to stay in the forest, their options are quite limited
as of today because of land title issues, deforestation, and illegal logging activities.
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