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Abstract 

Scholarship on the geographic margins of the state has long suggested that life in 

such spaces threatens national state-building by transgressing state order. 

Recently, however, scholars have begun to nuance this view by exploring how 

marginal peoples often embrace the nation and the state. In this thesis, I bridge 

these two approaches by exploring how borderland peoples, as exemplars of 

marginal peoples, seek the state from the margins. I explore this issue by 

presenting the first extended ethnography of the cross-border ethnic Tidung and 

neighbouring peoples in the Tidung Lands of northeast Borneo, complementing 

long-term fieldwork with research in Dutch and British archives. 

This region, lying at the interstices of Indonesian Kalimantan, Malaysian Sabah 

and the Southern Philippines, is an ideal site from which to study borderland 

dynamics and how people have come to seek the state. I analyse understandings of 

the state, and practical consequences of those understandings in the lives and 

thought of people in the Tidung Lands. I argue that people who imagine 

themselves as occupying a marginal place in the national order of things often seek 

to deepen, rather than resist, relations with the nation-states to which they are 

marginal. The core contribution of the thesis consists in drawing empirical and 

theoretical attention to the under-researched issue of seeking the state and thereby 

encouraging further inquiry into this issue. 

I elaborate my findings along a trajectory consisting of two broad parts. First, 

the entrenchment of the border in the social life of the region. I show that the 

question of the state is inextricable from the question of what it is to be Tidung. I 

suggest that for many contemporary Tidung people, the transition to a national 

political order has come to be considered the most preferable among several 

plausible alternatives. People have sought to establish positive relations with the 

nation-states within which they live on either side of the state-drawn border, in 

the absence of an impetus from their respective central governments. They 

increasingly acquiesce to the circumscription of their mobility and social lives by 

the international border. 

Secondly, life in the light of this national division. I demonstrate that Tidung 

engagements with Dayak identity in Kalimantan index a shift toward exclusively 

Indonesian registers of ethnic identification; conversely, Tidung engagements with 

Malay identity in Sabah index a shift toward exclusively Sabahan registers of ethnic 

identification. I elaborate on this national division by analysing vernacular 

understandings of transboundary floods, which function as a commentary on 

international asymmetry from the borderland. Finally, I examine a recent 

campaign for a new autonomous district in Kalimantan (Indonesia), suggesting 

that the latter indexes the point at which borderland transgression becomes a 

resource for national integration such that vernacular and central political projects 

converge.  
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Introduction 

Dynamics of resistance and compliance among marginal peoples have long been 

the subject of debate. Scholarship on the geographic margins of the state, in 

particular, has often suggested that life in such spaces threatens nation-state-

building by transgressing state order. Recently, however, scholars have begun to 

nuance this view by exploring how marginal peoples often embrace the nation and 

the state. In this thesis, I begin to bridge these two approaches by exploring how 

borderland peoples, as exemplars of marginal peoples, seek the state from the 

margins. 

I explore this issue by presenting the first extended ethnography of the cross-

border ethnic Tidung and neighbouring peoples in the Tidung Lands of northeast 

Borneo, complementing long-term fieldwork with research in Dutch and British 

archives. This region, lying at the interstices of Indonesian Kalimantan, Malaysian 

Sabah and the Southern Philippines, is an ideal site from which to study borderland 

dynamics and how people have come to seek the state.1 I analyse understandings 

of the state, and practical consequences of those understandings, in the lives and 

thought of people in the Tidung Lands.  

By doing so, I present a novel contribution to the debates concerning the 

relations between marginal peoples and the state. I argue that people who imagine 

themselves as occupying a marginal place in the national order of things often seek 

to deepen, rather than resist, relations with the nation-states to which they are 

marginal. In doing so, I draw attention to the under-researched issue of seeking 

the state. In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I set out the theoretical 

rationale for the study, the empirical context of the research, the methodology 

informing it, and the contributions that the thesis will make to scholarly 

knowledge. 

 

Seeking the state 

In this section, to ground my argument in current lines of inquiry, I critically review 

the literature on the political implications of life in international borderlands—the 

exemplary margins of the contemporary moment—in relation to an emerging 

literature on state-centricity. I show that both the raison d'être of borderlands 

studies and the dominant analytical approach in such studies are made by the idea 

that borderland life is transgressive and therefore threatening to a project of 

national state-building. I then turn to state-centric approaches which contrast with 

approaches emphasising transgression. I bridge these two approaches by asking 

how borderland peoples, as exemplars of marginal peoples, might seek out the 

 
1 See Maps 1-3. 
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state from the margins. On this basis, I introduce the argument of the thesis. 

It is useful to make a terminological note before proceeding. I use the term 

“border” in its specifically national sense; borderlands are spaces spanning 

borders.2 I use the term “margin” in a more general sense, in line with its family 

resemblances, such as edge, periphery, and so on. While some critical questions 

arise around the borderland concept, I treat it as a useful heuristic in this thesis, 

largely because it is a vernacular concept in the fieldsite.3 People in North 

Kalimantan (Indonesia), for example, often refer to the national border in 

conversation, and to themselves as inhabiting a “border region” (daerah 

perbatasan), in much the same way as do people in national centres. They consider 

this position to lend unique characteristics to the region and to situate themselves 

in specific ways within the nation. The concept is, therefore, both analytically 

useful and faithful to local social worlds. By “borderlands studies” I mean simply 

the body of work in the humanities and social sciences concerned with studying 

borderlands.4 While it is sufficient, for now, to consider the nation an “imagined 

community” following Benedict Anderson, I will follow Madeleine Reeves in 

casting the state as an ethnographic question, with an emphasis on “how 

embedded subjects themselves see (but also imagine and fantasize about, invoke 

and undermine, mock and reify) the ‘state.’”5 Liisa Malkki has written that the “the 

modern system of nation-states requires study, not just as a political system 

narrowly understood, but as a powerful regime of order and knowledge that is at 

once politico-economic, historical, cultural, aesthetic, and cosmological.”6 

Following Malkki, I refer to this order as a “national order of things” and attend to 

its increasing hegemony in northeast Borneo. 

In this thesis, I engage with one of the core arguments in borderlands studies, 

which I call, for the sake of convenience, the “transgression argument.” Generally 

put, the argument goes as follows: there is an ideal of spatial order upon which the 

nation-state depends for its existence; violations of that ideal destabilise the 

foundations of the nation-state; borderland residents violate this spatial order; 

therefore, borderland residents threaten to destabilise the foundations of the 

nation-state. Not only has this approach been widespread across borderlands 

studies, but it has also consistently been presented as a raison d'être for the field.7 

This literature has suggested, in the words of Josiah Heyman, that “there is a 

 
2 Baud and van Schendel, ‘Toward a Comparative History of Borderlands’. 
3 Piliavsky, ‘Borders without Borderlands’. 
4 Wastl-Walter, ‘Introduction’; Wilson and Donnan, ‘Borders and Border Studies’. 
5 Anderson, Imagined Communities; Reeves, Border Work, 13. 
6 Malkki, Purity and Exile, 5. 
7 For example, Baud and van Schendel, ‘Toward a Comparative History of Borderlands’. 
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distinctive nonstate or even antistate cultural formation at borders.”8 I will return 

to this approach in relation to the broader question of resistance below. 

What I call the transgression argument is discernible in the various expressions 

given to it in the literature. Joel Migdal, for example, has argued that so-called 

tribal relationships which span borders undermine the state’s “claim to be the 

avatar of the people bounded by that territory and its assumption of the connection 

of those people encompassed by state borders as a (or the) primary social bond.”9 

Willem van Schendel summarises best both this kind of analysis and the 

theoretical utility of borderland empirics which ensues from it: 

Inhabitants of borderlands share with people involved in illegal flows an 

uneasiness about dominant conceptions of spatial reality. Their lived experience 

makes it impossible for them to accept as given, and unproblematic, the 

contemporary organization of the world as defined by state elites. For them, the 

world of states is problematic, and so is the idea that the interests of a ‘national 

community of citizens’ should take precedence over all others. They cannot 

restrict their imagination to the territory of a single state, and they see those 

who so as imprisoned in a delusion. In short, they have always been acutely 

aware of the distortions of what social scientists have begun to refer to as 

‘embedded statism’ and the ‘territorial trap’.10 

Through living their lives in a manner distinct to the borderland, then, borderland 

inhabitants the world over “challenge the political status quo of which borders are 

the ultimate symbol”, as Michiel Baud and van Schendel noted in a prominent 

paper.11 Reece Jones has argued more specifically that borderlands, even where they 

are not spaces of resistance, are characterised by practices of refusal which “disrupt 

the ordering logic on which the state relies and maintain the possibility that 

different frameworks outside sovereign state territoriality could be created”.12 

Borderland inhabitants, in short, live in such a way as to provoke scholars to think 

about collective life beyond dominant conceptions of it. 

This recursive manoeuvre finds its main expression in the critique of 

methodological nationalism endorsed in much of the borderlands studies 

literature. Methodological nationalism, defined by Daniel Chernilo as “when the 

nation-state is treated as the natural and necessary representation of modern 

 
8 Heyman, ‘Culture Theory and the US–Mexico Border’, 49. 
9 Migdal, State in Society, 26 emphasis in original; see also Migdal, ‘Mental Maps and Virtual 

Checkpoints’. 
10 van Schendel, ‘Spaces of Engagement’, 54; also van Schendel, The Bengal Borderland. 
11 Baud and van Schendel, ‘Toward a Comparative History of Borderlands’, 211. 
12 Jones, ‘Spaces of Refusal’, 687–88; see also Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera. 
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society”, is a problem held to be general to the social sciences.13 Critiques of state-

centricity—here considered synonymous with methodological nationalism—have 

proliferated in many fields, as scholars increasingly reflect on their disciplines and 

objects of study “beyond the state.”14 The fact and analysis of transgression, 

therefore, not only provide a raison d'être for borderlands studies; they position 

the field to make contributions to the social sciences which exceed the apparent 

narrowness of the field itself. So, it is worthwhile to consider the broader literature 

to which scholarship endorsing this approach is contributing. 

The focus on transgression has been, in large part, an instantiation of the focus 

on everyday resistance that became a central organising trope in the humanities in 

the late twentieth century.15 By describing borderland peoples as uniquely 

positioned to undermine the nation-state and therefore borderlands studies as 

positioned well to critique state-enframed ideology, scholars have implicitly 

attempted to place the field at the forefront of resistance studies. It is thus 

noteworthy that, while it remains relevant, the resistance approach has been 

subjected to compelling critique for some time. Given the contemporary emphasis 

on ethnography in borderlands studies, it is notable that analyses from resistance 

have been criticised for their “ethnographic refusal” to consider the rather more 

ambiguous aspects of political imaginaries.16 Relevant here is that is the resistance 

approach often elides the meanings that people ascribe to their own actions and 

ideas. The analyst is then positioned as someone with greater insight than the 

actual people concerned into the real implications of what they do.17 In borderlands 

studies, this manoeuvre is found in the analyst’s claim that borderland inhabitants 

undermine the state despite them neither claiming—nor, it seems, intending—to 

do so. 

Scholarship on resistance and the transgression argument alike has been 

articulated out of analytical inferences more so than out of direct empirical 

observations. As Thomas Wilson and Hastings Donnan noted: 

Many of the activities in which they [borderland inhabitants] engage may not 

seem, at first glance, to be political, or a threat to the state. However, many of 

 
13 Amelina et al., ‘Methodological Predicaments of Cross-Border Studies’; Chernilo, ‘Social Theory’s 

Methodological Nationalism’; Chernilo, ‘Methodological Nationalism and the Domestic Analogy’; 

Chernilo, ‘The Critique of Methodological Nationalism’. 
14 see, e.g., Brenner, ‘Beyond State-Centrism?’ 
15 Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life; Scott, Weapons of the Weak. 
16 Wilson and Donnan, ‘Borders and Border Studies’; Cf. Ortner, ‘Resistance and the Problem of 

Ethnographic Refusal’; Abu-Lughod, ‘The Romance of Resistance’; Brown, ‘On Resisting 

Resistance’. 
17 Latour, Reassembling the Social. 
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them, such as smuggling, are certainly illegal, and may concern the state very 

much. … [M]any states with strong structures of control at their borders are also 

faced with cultural frontiers which are just as strong, and which may one day 

pose a threat to the state's power at its borders or at its core.18 

It is the scholarly intervention to go beyond the first glance mentioned in order to 

demonstrate the threatening nature of borderland life. The question of 

transgression is thus a question of interpretation; that is, of gleaning insight by 

bringing an empirical case into relation with a set of broader premises. It is to these 

implicit premises that I now turn. 

Some key premises, in addition to the premise of spatial order which I have 

already discussed, concern illegality, arbitrariness, and identity. I shall consider 

each in turn. The quotation above is one example of the expression given to the 

widespread premise that “the state” is “concerned” with illegality. The transgressive 

practices of borderland inhabitants have been framed prominently in terms of 

being illegal according to state law but “licit” according to vernacular morality; this 

is an approach which often has much analytical purchase.19 Indeed, such practices 

could be considered especially transgressive because they present a normative 

system irreducible to that of the state. This premise, therefore, opens a space to 

claim that illegal practices antagonise the state. To the extent that the state 

attempts to control such practices but is unable to do so, they attest to the less-

than-complete sovereignty of that state and to the viability of an alternative order 

of things. To set out the transgression argument, it is thus sufficient to document 

empirically the illegality which commonly characterises the social life of 

borderlands. The vernacular understanding of smuggling and informal border 

crossing as illegal, but licit, can be informed by an inverse understanding of the 

border itself, according to which the border is legal, but illicit. Such an 

understanding, in turn, can be premised upon the notion that the border is an 

arbitrary imposition from outside. 

This notion of arbitrariness commonly features in scholarship on borderlands. 

One possible implication of this notion is that it is possible to make a more rational 

or authentic territorial unit, for if this were not the case, it would be meaningless 

to treat borders as arbitrary. This much is clear, for example, in the contrast drawn 

above between “strong structures of control” and “cultural frontiers.” Border 

formation, the reasoning goes, was part of European political developments, 

 
18 Wilson and Donnan, ‘Nation, State and Identity at International Borders’, 10–11. 
19 See Abraham and van Schendel, ‘The Making of Illictness’; Kalir, Sur, and van Schendel, ‘Mobile 

Practices and Regimes of Permissiveness’; Kusumawati and Visser, ‘Collaboration or Contention?’; 

for an empirically relevant example, see Bakker and Crain, ‘Trade, Transnationalism and Ethnic 

Infighting’. 
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colonial projects and what Benedict Anderson called the “modular” proliferation 

of the nation.20 Borders are arbitrary both because of their absence in precolonial 

social relations and colonial administrators’ ignorance of putatively pre-existing 

social boundaries when drawing them. 

Derived from this observation is the crucial premise for the transgression 

argument that transborder collectives exist but have been arbitrarily divided 

through bordering. For example, Robert Alvarez noted in an influential paper that 

the United States-Mexico border is a “modern artifact, imposed on a social field 

with a history dating to early human involvement in the area.”21 

I have outlined the transgression argument and some of the premises, varyingly 

implicit and explicit, upon which it rests. The discussion so far has been rather 

abstract, however, so it is useful to present an example from the literature of how 

the argument can be articulated with reference to an empirical case. Michael 

Eilenberg’s important monograph on local elites among ethnic Iban on the 

Indonesian side of the border in northwestern Borneo presents one such case. He 

writes: 

This patchiness or disaggregation [of the Indonesian state] is particularly 

evident when the nation is viewed from its spatial limits—its geographical 

borders—where the imagined unitary state is repeatedly challenged through the 

existence of competing non-state forms of authority. In this case, these non-

state forms of authority take the form of small border elites, men of ability 

operating in the twilight of legality and illegality, and whose multifaceted 

networks span the border. Here these non-state forms of authority defy the 

constraints of strict territorial boundaries. They have historically negotiated the 

value of these artificial lines in the landscape, and formed small zones of semi-

autonomy in adjacent borderland zones where state authority is under siege and 

manipulated.22 

Discernible in this passage is each of the premises that inform the transgression 

argument. In the context of Iban history, borders are merely artificial lines 

(arbitrariness). The long-standing social networks of local elites span these lines 

such that any internal differentiation of them along the line of the border lacks 

salience to local people (arbitrary division). People embedded in these social 

networks maintain economic practices, such as smuggling, and performances of 

local authority, such as vigilantism, whose legality is, at best, dubious (illegality). 

These practices and the social networks in which they play out have a spatial 

 
20 Anderson, Imagined Communities. 
21 Alvarez, ‘The Mexican-US Border’, 463. 
22 Eilenberg, At the Edges of States, 284. 
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dimension which does not adhere to a spatial elaboration of the ideology 

propagated by the central government (spatial order). The social milieu thus 

constituted can be understood in terms of its distinction from, and antagonistic 

relation to, the national mainstream and the state that rules over it as the authority 

of the latter is challenged both explicitly and implicitly (transgression). Thus, the 

transgression argument is articulated out of an empirical study. 

This example is one among many, however, as the argument has been iterated 

with reference to a wide variety of cases. Gloria Anzaldúa famously wrote of 

identity in the United States-Mexico borderlands with regard to how it exceeded 

national conceptions.23 Through transgression, Benedikt Korf and Timothy 

Raeymaekers argue in their introduction to a volume containing a range African 

and Asian cases, borderland peoples “implicitly and explicitly call into question the 

legitimacy of states and their pretences to control an illusionary cartography of 

territory and population, and the legitimate use of violence therein.”24 The peoples 

of the Sudanese-Ethiopian borderland, Alfredo González-Ruibal argues, are 

oriented toward resisting the state because they value egalitarianism.25 Yuk Wah 

Chan and Brantly Womack have suggested that borderland communities across 

Asia are skilled in “appropriating and posing canny challenges to state authorities 

and policies”.26 In short, the argument has been made in many different contexts. 

So, variations on what I have called the transgression argument have been 

widely accepted throughout the borderlands studies literature. The salience of this 

approach in relation to many empirical settings, moreover, suggests that it will 

continue to meet widespread acceptance into the future. In recent years, however, 

a complementary approach has become increasingly prominent. The emergence of 

such an approach has been encouraged by the observation that the transgression 

argument does not capture adequately the considerable portion of borderland life 

that is not transgressive. The absence or relative insignificance of transgression can 

be drawn out in empirical and analytical senses; that is, by showing that borderland 

inhabitants are not particularly interested in transgressing (empirics), and by 

showing that the premises of the transgression argument are insufficient grounds 

for inferring that transgression obtains (analysis). In his monograph on the Ghana-

Togo borderlands published nearly two decades ago, for example, Peter Nugent 

concluded: 

The boundary lines drawn by the various colonial powers … were never arbitrary 

 
23 Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera. 
24 Korf and Raeymaekers, ‘Border, Frontier and the Geography of Rule at the Margins of the State’, 

5. 
25 González-Ruibal, An Archaeology of Resistance. 
26 Chan and Womack, ‘Not Merely a Border’, 96. 
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in any simple sense. … The boundaries which were drawn by the European 

powers created local sets of vested interests that added significantly to the 

balance of forces favouring the maintenance of the status quo. … The fact that 

the boundary has divided a putative ethnic group or ‘culture area’ has not been 

sufficient to override the forces conspiring towards maintenance of the border. 

… Border communities have neither been divorced from the state, nor especially 

resistant to it.27 

On the basis of these conclusions, Nugent advised developing different approaches 

to understanding borderland social life. 

Other scholars have made similar recommendations. In the Southeast Asian 

context, Alexander Horstmann and Reed Wadley have noted that scholars should 

“be cautious in proclaiming, not without some satisfaction, that borderlander 

agency necessarily undermines and undercuts the state and its attempts at spatial 

hegemony.”28 Sarinda Singh, in a study of northeast Cambodia, suggested that “the 

richness of empirical detail has been elided in the common conceptual over-

emphasis on political opposition as definitive of these spaces.”29 She suggested, 

therefore, that there is an “ongoing need for ethnographic studies that recognize 

the unique dynamics of borderlands and challenge top-down simplifications, but 

without reification in oppositional terms to the central state and urban centers.”30 

In this thesis, I present one possible response to these calls for approaches which 

could complement the focus on transgression. 

The complementary approach with which I am concerned involves the 

exploration of what I call, following Nicholas Herriman and Monika Winarnita, 

“seeking the state.” The latter refers to when people “seek to form relationships 

with local state officials, to emulate state imagery and authority, and to partake in 

the wealth and status the state offers.”31 The literature emerging on this topic 

critically complements discussions of “building” nations and states by drawing 

attention to how nation and state can be imagined and drawn in from the margins 

as much as produced and expanded from the centre.32 Attending empirically to 

processes of the realisation of the desire for the state allows me to pursue what 

 
27 Nugent, Smugglers, Secessionists and Loyal Citizens on the Ghana-Togo Frontier, 273–74. 
28 Horstmann and Wadley, ‘Centering the Margin in Southeast Asia’, 3. 
29 Singh, ‘Borderland Practices and Narratives’, 153. 
30 Singh, 154. 
31 Herriman and Winarnita, ‘Seeking the State’, 148. 
32 For example, Fisher, ‘Becoming the State in Northern Australia’; Hermkens, ‘Like Moses Who Led 

His People to the Promised Land’; Myrttinen, ‘Resistance, Symbolism and the Language of Stateness 

in Timor-Leste’; Timmer, ‘Being Seen like the State’; Timmer, ‘The Threefold Logic of Papua-

Melanesia’. 
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Joshua Barker has recently called the ethnography of state-centricity: an approach 

that “takes state-centrism seriously as an ethnographic problem.”33 One merit of 

such an approach is that it need not presuppose the existence of the state. Whether 

or not the state is a “fiction of the philosophers” is beside the point; what matters, 

rather, is the fact that people do suppose that the state exists and that this 

supposition has consequences for them.34 

There is no shortage of examples where people seek the state even where it 

would seem to be unnecessary to do so. Many people in northeast Borneo and 

elsewhere are not dependent on aid, can make livelihoods through subsistence 

production and informal trade, will incur no sanction for not sending their 

children to school, can seek traditional healers as easily as government clinics, can 

administer justice on their own terms, do not have to speak nationally standardised 

dialects, and so on. It is also possible for borderland inhabitants to switch between 

nations; yet, they engage with their particular nation-states deeply and constantly. 

Famously independent upland Southeast Asians are nowadays concerned to 

“establish and maintain beneficial relations with the outside world, including 

government officials and development projects”.35 Malays of Australia’s peripheral 

Cocos Islands reach to the mainland centre to seek recognition as indigenous to 

Australia.36 Recent scholarship has recast the analysis of the peoples of what James 

Scott called “watery Zomias” in terms of their shifting engagement with, rather 

than evasion of, states.37 Further afield, James Ferguson has recently demonstrated 

the enduring importance of relations of dependence, including the significance of 

what I call seeking the state, in the southern African context.38 

The question remains of what this approach can bring to scholarship on the 

borderland context. The gesture of seeking the state implies the partial exclusion, 

or marginality (spatial or otherwise), of the seeker, because one does not seek what 

one understands oneself already to possess to one’s satisfaction. Thus, if people 

seek the state, they do so from its margins; seeking the state indexes their 

marginality. If the gesture of seeking the state obtains empirically, margins 

characterised by such a gesture are not intrinsically sites of transgression, but at 

least sometimes must be sites from which people appeal to the state, conform with 

what they suppose the state to demand, attempt to have themselves incorporated 

 
33 Barker, ‘Ethnographies of State-Centrism’, 260. 
34 Radcliffe-Brown, ‘Preface’, xxiii; see also Abrams, ‘Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State’. 
35 Jonsson, ‘Paths to Freedom’, 166; also Brookfield, ‘Scott and Others on History in The Southeast 

Asian Uplands’; Dove, Jonsson, and Aung-Thwin, ‘James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed’. 
36 Herriman and Winarnita, ‘Seeking the State’, 143. 
37 For example, Gaynor, Intertidal History in Island Southeast Asia. 
38 Ferguson, Give a Man a Fish, chap. 5. 
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into or recognised by the nation, and so on. This observation encourages the 

exploration, as Daniel Fisher and Jaap Timmer put it, of what “happens when those 

most frequently considered marginal, unassimilable, or peripheral to the state seek 

to become like the state”.39 Insofar as borderlands are exemplary margins, 

moreover, borderlands could be important sites for studying how and why people 

seek the state. The study of the peoples of such spaces stands to be enriched 

through the consideration of this matter alongside the more fully elaborated 

transgression argument. 

In recent years, the volume of scholarship considering such questions seems to 

have increased markedly. For example, in her work in a Laotian borderland 

context, Holly High asks why it is that the vernacular preoccupation with the state 

and the development with which it is associated persist even as people have lost 

faith in them.40 High suggests that it is sustained through the circulation of desire. 

In an essay on High’s monograph, Natalia Buitron has remarked, in relation to her 

own work with Shuar people of the Ecuador-Peru borderland: “That populations 

living at the margins of the state seem to want and repel, seek out and resist, the 

state is one of those puzzling observations that has haunted many 

ethnographers.”41 Thus, the issue of seeking the state is both of general significance 

and particularly amenable to study in borderland contexts. 

It is worthwhile at this point to note two relevant distinctions.42 First, a 

distinction could be made between seeking to be incorporated within a given state, 

and seeking to mimic ideas of the state in order to establish one’s own local 

sovereignty. Close to the context of this thesis, Jaap Timmer has written that Bugis 

migrants on the aquaculture frontier in East Kalimantan “are keen to be seen like 

the state in the absence of effective government policies.”43 Strictly speaking, the 

latter would be an example of mimicry. Secondly, another distinction could be 

made between overt strategies of seeking the state and the processes by which 

people come to take for granted a national basis for their identities. While these 

distinctions are important to bear in mind, this thesis sheds light on how these 

different phenomena might be interrelated. That is, one could mimic or instantiate 

at the local level what one takes to be the markers of the state, as part of an attempt 

to incorporate oneself into a state. It might also be the case that an overt process 

of seeking the state encourages an increasing tendency to frame one’s identity in 

 
39 Fisher and Timmer, ‘Becoming Like the State’, 153. 
40 High, Fields of Desire. 
41 Buitron, ‘On Desiring and Resisting the State’; see also Buitron, ‘Autonomy, Productiveness, and 

Community’. 
42 I am grateful to an examiner of this thesis for pointing out these distinctions. 
43 Timmer, ‘Being Seen like the State’, 710. 
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relation to that state, which may, in turn, inform further efforts to seek the state, 

and so on. Such issues will be explored in relation to the specific empirical case at 

hand. 

If I have suggested that the transgression argument is elaborated out of an 

analysis which assumes certain premises, then it is important to consider what is 

to be made of such premises in the light of the approach that I am outlining. To 

some extent, my approach involves a difference in interpretation. At the least, even 

where transgression seems to be discernible, as Michael Herzfeld noted, “most 

citizens of most countries … participate through their very discontent in the 

validation of the nation-state as the central legitimating authority in their lives.”44 

Herzfeld writes of people “using, reformulating, and recasting official idioms in the 

pursuit of often highly unofficial personal goals, and how these actions—so often 

in direct contravention of state authority—actually constitute the state as well as 

a huge range of national and other identities.”45 

The literature on “state illegality” has demonstrated the compatibility of illegal 

practices with the state.46 Scholars working on this topic acknowledge frankly that 

many states, at many times, “tolerate brazen illegality and even collaborate quite 

closely with criminals.”47 With regard to borderlands, Singh has argued that, in the 

borderland of northeast Cambodia, “practices commonly seen as antithetical to 

state authority are intimately linked to state institutions”.48 Yet, such states are not 

undermined because of illegal practices. I do not assume, therefore, that illegality 

has any specific relation to state order beyond that evidenced in a given empirical 

setting. In the proceeding empirical chapters, I will demonstrate the coincidence 

of illegal practices with seeking the state and even the possibility of seeking 

through illegal practices. 

From the perspective formed by pursuing the approach I am outlining, borders 

are neither arbitrary nor irrelevant in relation to a pre-given social field onto which 

they are imposed. They are, rather, a bona fide part of ever-changing social fields. 

Peter Sahlins wrote in his prominent work on the Cerdanya, between 

contemporary France and Spain, that it is the very idea of an arbitrary border that 

is the “shared myth” among inhabitants of the borderland.49 Borders are not merely 

imposed; they emerge from a process of mutual engagement between marginal 

 
44 Herzfeld, Cultural Intimacy, 2. 
45 Herzfeld, 2. 
46 Aspinall and van Klinken, ‘The State and Illegality in Indonesia’; Heyman and Smart, ‘States and 

Illegal Practices’. 
47 Heyman and Smart, ‘States and Illegal Practices’, 11. 
48 Singh, ‘Borderland Practices and Narratives’, 153. 
49 Sahlins, Boundaries, 298. 
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people and more expansive regimes, becoming meaningful for people.50 As Donna 

Flynn wrote of the Benin-Nigeria border some time ago, it is important to consider 

“the ways in which ‘arbitrary’ African borders have become entrenched and 

embedded in the local communities that surround them”.51 The Namibia-Zambia 

border, Wolfgang Zeller writes, has been “neither arbitrary nor artificial” as local 

authorities historically engaged with bordering, and contemporary residents patrol 

the border of their own volition.52  

Concerning spatial order, recent scholarship on the vernacularisation of borders 

has shed light on how conceptions of national space become assimilated into the 

thought and lives of borderland inhabitants. For example, Madeleine Reeves has 

recently written with reference to her work in Central Asia that borders were 

relatively insignificant when she first started her research. Yet, she notes, “from a 

distance of 13 years, what is striking in the villages along the Isfara River is less a 

sudden moment of border closure than a progressive shifting of habitual 

geographies, practices, and registers of identification, such that social life is 

increasingly conducted and framed within the administrative and geographical 

confines of the nation state.”53 Reeves clarifies that often such change has been 

“subtle and not driven by any explicit nationalist agenda.”54 From the perspective 

I am outlining, then, the interest lies in how borderland inhabitants do, in fact, 

come to embrace the spatial expression of a national order of things. 

The mention of “registers of identification” leads to the last premise I 

mentioned, concerning identity. Audra Simpson has pointed out that borderland 

identities need not have anything to do with transgression. She notes with regard 

to her research in North America that unlike “Chicanos, who move through 

juridical identities and designations as they cross the border (from Mexican, 

Mayan, or otherwise, into ‘Chicano’ status within the United States), for Iroquois 

peoples the border acts as a site not of transgression but for the activation and 

articulation of their rights as members of reserve nations, or Haudenosaunee, or 

Iroquois Confederacy peoples.”55 While the social world of the present study, 

including conceptions of identity and sovereignty, differs significantly from that of 

Simpson’s work, the point is that borderland identities do not have a universal 

form. Relevant for the present study is how the encapsulation of social life by a 

single national territory is often accompanied by a corresponding encapsulation of 

 
50 Zeller, ‘Neither Arbitrary nor Artificial’, 8. 
51 Flynn, ‘“We Are the Border”’, 313. 
52 Zeller, ‘Neither Arbitrary nor Artificial’. 
53 Reeves, ‘Intimate Militarism’, 47. 
54 Reeves, 47. 
55 Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus, 116. 
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social life on the other side of the border by another national territory. Thus, if 

such national contexts vary, to study across a borderland entails studying 

divergences in imaginaries as people orient themselves toward different sources of 

power.56 What Reeves called “progressive shifting” might then proceed along 

divergent trajectories driven in no small part by borderland inhabitants 

themselves. In such a process, borders, as Alexander Horstmann, Martin Saxer and 

Alessandro Rippa recently noted, become “reified by the very residents living close 

to them, and thereby serve as the moral basis for politics of identity and a variety 

of claims upon the state.”57 

This vernacularisation of state bordering has attracted increasing attention from 

scholars interested in what Chris Rumford calls “borderwork,” that is, the “‘bottom 

up’ bordering activity undertaken by citizens.”58 Borders “come to be normalised 

and even desired as an index of social and geographical legibility to the state.”59 

Life in the borderland becomes a national theatre in which everyday social 

relations are international relations.60 Johan Lindquist, for example, has shown 

that national identifications are of primary importance in the Indonesia-Malaysia-

Singapore borderland.61 

If scholars have usually claimed for borderlands studies normative importance, 

it is worthwhile to consider why the “seeking the state” approach matters beyond 

the advancement of basic scholarship. To address this issue, it suffices to consider 

how the approach—perhaps counter-intuitively—advances the normative 

significance ascribed to the transgression argument more effectively than the 

transgression argument itself. By privileging the marginal experience, scholars 

have often contrasted their approach with public and policy discourses that 

express a gaze outward from national centres. Policymakers at the centre are 

“blind” to borders, or where they are not, “borderlands are viewed as potentially 

dangerous and disconnected.”62 For them, “border communities are still seen as a 

national security threat because of their strong cross-border ties.”63 Studying 

borderlands thus encourages abandoning stereotypes of marginal peoples and 

misunderstandings of the actual workings of the state. Yet, in understanding 

borderland peoples as transgressive in the first instance, such scholarship has 

 
56 Chua et al., ‘Power and Orientation in Southeast Asia’. 
57 Saxer, Rippa, and Horstmann, ‘Asian Borderlands in a Global Perspective’, 5. 
58 Rumford, ‘Towards a Vernacularized Border Studies’, 170; Johnson and Jones, ‘Where Is the 

Border?’ 
59 Reeves, ‘Intimate Militarism’, 44. 
60 Montsion, ‘A Critique of Everyday International Relations’. 
61 Lindquist, The Anxieties of Mobility; see also Lyons and Ford, ‘Singaporean First’. 
62 Goodhand, ‘The View from the Border’, 249. 
63 Eilenberg, At the Edges of States, 271. 
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reproduced the discourse against which it was supposed to have worked.64 That 

these people threaten the state is, after all, precisely the claim endorsed by much 

of the literature. Scholars share with central policymakers the idea that borderland 

inhabitants threaten the nation-state merely by living their lives. To put the matter 

simply, where a scholar might see in transgression a promising challenge to 

hegemony, an official might see, for the same reason, cause to strengthen a region’s 

military presence. 

The empirical context of the present study seems to accord with the foregoing 

observations. The work of Kelabit anthropologist Poline Bala, born in the uplands 

of central Borneo, is especially illuminating. In the light of her ethnographic, 

historical and autobiographical work, Bala reflected on a letter that she received 

from another Kelabit woman as follows: 

The effects of Colonialism and Malaysian and Indonesian nation building have 

made their way into the homeland, the heart and lives of the people living in 

the Border Area. What are the effects, particularly on cross-border social 

relations between communities in the Border Area? The writer noted that ‘we 

are slowly growing apart’ because of differences in national identity—the 

Kelabit as Malaysians and the Lun Berian as Indonesians. … While the Kelabit 

on the Malaysian side of the border are economically prosperous, the Berian on 

the Indonesian side are facing economic difficulties and are generally 

economically disadvantaged. This is due to the unequal economic development 

in the two neighbouring frontier regions which impacts existing cross-border 

social relations, namely kinship and familial relations between the Lun Kelabit 

and Lun Berian. I detest this, particularly because it has affected my perceptions, 

specifically in now seeing my Berian lun ruyung [relatives] as different from us 

Kelabit.65 

There is good reason to think that this trajectory—first of material differentiation 

and then of ideological differentiation in accord with the border—is common in 

the empirical context of the present study.66 For example, John Postill has reported 

 
64 see Singh, ‘Borderland Practices and Narratives’. 
65 Bala, Changing Borders and Identities in the Kelabit Highlands, 106–7. 
66 On the Borneo borderlands, see, e.g., Amster, ‘The Rhetoric of the State’; Amster, ‘The Social 

Optics of Space: Visibility and Invisibility in the Borderlands of Borneo’; Amster, ‘Narrating the 

Border: Perspectives from the Kelabit Highlands of Borneo’; Amster, ‘Cross-Border Marriage in the 

Kelabit Highlands of Borneo’; Amster and Lindquist, ‘Frontiers, Sovereignty, and Marital Tactics’; 

Bala, Changing Borders and Identities in the Kelabit Highlands; Bala, ‘Interethnic Ties along the 

Kalimantan-Sarawak Border: The Kelabit and Lun Berian in the Kelabit-Kerayan Highlands’; 

Eghenter, ‘Of Negotiable Boundaries and Fixed Lines in Borneo: Practices and Views of the Border 
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that the putatively transnational Iban of Sarawak have “become Malaysian.”67 Dave 

Lumenta, similarly, has remarked that the Kenyah of central Borneo have “not 

escaped the diverging onslaught of national identity inscriptions between 

‘Indonesians’ and ‘Malaysians’.”68 In this thesis, I draw out this process of material 

and, subsequently, ideological differentiation in the Tidung Lands by attending to 

how people have sought out different states. So much for the theoretical rationale 

for this thesis. 

In what follows, I will contribute to the literature that I have been reviewing by 

elaborating a theoretical argument out of my analysis of an instructive empirical 

case. I argue that people who imagine themselves as occupying a marginal place in 

the national order of things often seek to deepen relations with the nation-states 

to which they are marginal. In relation to the specific empirical case that I explore, 

I demonstrate that this is a crucially important tendency even as certain aspects of 

resistance and transgression do obtain. I will review the significance of this 

argument later in this chapter. 

In this section, to ground my argument in current lines of inquiry, I have 

critically reviewed the literature on the political implications of life in international 

borderlands—the exemplary margins of the current moment—in relation to an 

emerging literature on state-centricity. I showed that both the raison d'être of 

borderlands studies and the dominant analytical approach in such studies are 

made by the idea that borderland life is transgressive and therefore threatening to 

a project of national “state-building.” I then turned to “state-centric” approaches 

that have been developed in explicit juxtaposition to approaches emphasising 

transgression. I intervened at the disjuncture between these two approaches by 

asking how borderland peoples, as exemplars of marginal peoples, might seek out 

the state from the margins. On this basis, I introduced the argument of the thesis: 

that people who imagine themselves as occupying a marginal place in the national 

order of things often seek to deepen relations with the nation-states to which they 

are marginal.  

 

Methodology 

In this section, I set out the scope of the research out of which I elaborate my 

argument, along with the methodology informing the research and analysis.69 The 

project received human research ethics approval from The University of 

 

in the Apo Kayan Region of East Kalimantan’; Eilenberg, At the Edges of States; Ishikawa, Between 

Frontiers. 
67 Postill, Media and Nation Building. 
68 Lumenta, ‘Moving in a Hierarchized Landscape’, 122. 
69 For further details, see Chapter 1. 
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Melbourne. The methodological approach of the study was ethnographic. This 

approach involved the usual elements of relatively long-term fieldwork conducted 

in the local language and so on; in short, the Malinowskian paradigm.70 Participant 

observational fieldwork, as the main method, was conducted for a cumulative total 

of approximately seventeen months spread over a shorter visit in 2016, the main 

stint in 2017 and another substantial visit in 2018. Recorded conversations or 

“interviews” have been useful, but most of the thesis is based on data from daily 

conversations and encounters during the fieldwork periods. Data consisted, among 

other things, of field notes, audio and audiovisual recordings, photographs, 

manuscripts and other materials given to me. Research was conducted in Malay 

from the outset. (I note, for the non-specialist reader, that the term “Malay” neither 

denotes nor connotes “Malaysian”; these two terms are used with precision 

throughout the thesis.) By the end of the fieldwork, I understood Tarakan Tidung 

Murut at an intermediate level but could not speak it fluently. My relative 

incompetence is a direct reflection mainly of language loss in town life—Malay was 

the primary language of all the households in which I spent long periods—but, 

also, my movement between regions where significantly different isolects are 

spoken. 

It is now widely accepted that the idea of the field is, at best, a heuristic device.71 

The field site at hand is the region containing Tidung settlements.72 These, roughly, 

are the Tidung Lands of old. Taking the Tidung Lands heuristically as a site, the 

study is multi-sited not in terms of method but in terms of analysis as it explores 

the decomposition and recomposition of spatialised communities in that site.73 

After the preliminary visit, I decided to focus on Sebatik and, more generally, the 

Nunukan-Sebatik-Tawau area; the next chapter will address how I came to take up 

a more itinerant approach instead. I have spent long periods in Kalabakan, Tawau, 

Sebatik Island (Mantikas, Setabu), Nunukan Island (Sungai Fatimah, Nunukan 

town), Tarakan Island (Selumit, Juata Laut), Atap, Malinau (both Seberang and 

Kota), and Tideng Pale, incorporating their surrounding areas. Other settlements 

were visited for shorter periods: Beluran; other Sabahan settlements (Merotai, 

Umas); the Sebuku (Pembeliangan); Tanah Merah (Sambungan, Tengku Decing); 

the Sesayap (Sengkong, Bebatu, Menjelutung, Sesayap town); the Sembakung 

(Lubakan Kanal, Mensalong); the southern area fading into Bulungan (Betayau viz. 

Buong Baru, Sekatak Bengara, Sekatak Buji, Salimbatu, Tanjung Palas, Tanjung 

Selor); and so on. I have also visited a range of non-Tidung settlements. While I 

 
70 Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific:, chap. 1; See Spradley, Participant Observation. 
71 Gupta and Ferguson, ‘Discipline and Practice’. 
72 For additional detailed maps, see Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’. 
73 cf. Marcus, ‘Ethnography in/of the World System’. 
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am directly familiar with many Tidung settlements, I have not visited every one of 

them—but nor would that necessarily have been useful.  

Socially speaking, my movements were mainly among a few practically discrete 

kin networks. The first spanned Nunukan, Sebatik and Tawau. The second 

spanned Tarakan, Tideng Pale and Salimbatu. The third spanned Tarakan and 

Atap. The fourth spanned Kalabakan, Nunukan and Atap. This is an extreme 

oversimplification, however, as these people would be able to trace genealogical 

connections to one another quite easily, and the extent of these networks is far 

from restricted to these main places. Tarakan, for example, is the centre of the 

Tidung world because it is the greatest centre on the Kalimantese side and the 

Sabahan side is marginal to the Tidung world; thus, everyone has kin on Tarakan, 

and there are representatives from almost every Tidung ethno-locality there. As 

time passed, I have become situated in people’s networks. For almost all of the 

fieldwork, I stayed in people’s homes by invitation. I progressed from being what 

people in the less remote parts of the Indonesian side call a “mister” to being a 

student, guest, friend, adoptive relative, or whatever. Rapport in one place has led 

to rapport elsewhere, as I have come to know the region including people’s villages 

of origin and their kin, whose selves and homes are “the same” as people I would 

newly meet. The mobility of myself and others meant that mobile phones and 

social media platforms were invaluable for organising fieldwork, but I have done 

digital ethnography only to a trivial extent, for example, by browsing relevant 

groups on the website Facebook. 

I complemented fieldwork by conducting research in the national archives of 

Indonesia, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands. Archival research trips were 

brief and focused on copying as much relevant material as possible. Given that the 

archival sources on this region are limited, however, all together this has allowed 

for the collection of the overwhelming majority of the available materials. I rely on 

secondary sources for the much more limited Spanish materials. Digital archives 

proved useful for certain materials. Several smaller institutions were visited. 

Manuscripts and notes written by people in the field were gathered, but are not 

cited here so as to maintain anonymity, with the exception of formally published 

works and manuscripts previously cited in the literature. 

Ethnographic methodologies have some well-known limitations that are 

nonetheless acceptable in the light of the distinctive lessons they afford. The 

conceit of ethnographic immersion elides the fact that relationships, and the 

knowledge formulated out of those relationships, being of an intersubjective 

nature, are constrained by such factors as cultural patterns and differences in 

rapport. Two potential limitations of the thesis in this respect are its apparent 

“bias” toward older people and men. The former is less serious than the latter and 
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is, in any case, defensible insofar as the thesis is concerned with socio-political 

changes that older people alone have directly experienced. Young people and 

intergenerational change will feature throughout the thesis. Regarding the latter, 

the typology of gender for people I know involves men, women, and those who 

exceed either of the two main categories. The patriarchal nature of both vernacular 

and national political systems should be acknowledged from the outset. Important 

issues for the thesis, such as mobility, authority and conflict, are largely the 

prerogatives of men.74 Homosociality characterises the everyday and ritual life of 

the region, so I have spent most of my time with men. I have, nonetheless, had 

sustained and important conversations with a variety of women and “others” 

throughout fieldwork, many of which appear in the proceeding. For example, one 

consultant75 who strongly informed this overall thesis is a man in the first instance 

but exceeds the category; he is, as a nephew put it, “a bit queer.” Such relationships 

have suggested to me that knowledge pertaining to the concerns of the thesis does 

not differ radically along the lines of gender. 

It is in the light of the approach taken that reflexivity becomes important. Each 

chapter uses a sort of “analytic of conjuncture” to present my analysis as mediated 

by vernacular theory and secondary sources.76 But my self is crucial to that 

conjuncture in large part because of my mobility. The thesis will repeatedly show 

how localities are trans-local, and life trajectories take people throughout the 

region. During fieldwork, conversations would be carried out across towns and 

islands as my consultants and I passed in and out of villages, sites of events, and 

regional centres. For Tidung, this usually means moving among networks of kin, 

or people who are “the same.” For me, however, this means moving between social 

boundaries, for example, by crossing the border and by approaching both Tidung 

and non-Tidung accounts with the same openness. The results in the thesis are 

therefore made out of mobility that is not spatially but, rather, socially particular 

to me. This particularity has allowed for insight into important semantic slippages 

of which local people are often unaware. If I claim for myself a kind of ethnographic 

authority here then I ask that the reader bear with me at the very least because it 

pales in comparison to the authority ascribed by Tidung to foreign administrator-

scholars who, as I will show, know “everything” about the region and its peoples. 

The border is a kind of “method” insofar as it is the main boundary to which I 

refer.77 The injunction to study borderland peoples on their own terms is little 

more than a specific instance of the general ethnographic injunction to “grasp the 

 
74 Cf. the similar case of Bugis migrant women, Idrus, ‘Makkunrai Passimokolo’’. 
75 I use the term “consultant” rather than informant, interlocutor, participant, etc. 
76 Li, Land’s End. 
77 cf. Mezzadra and Neilson, Border as Method. 
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native’s point of view.”78 That is, a widely accepted approach has it that “ethnic 

groups divided by international borders should … be studied in their cultural 

integrity in a transnational way, and not solely as part of one nation state”.79 The 

thesis critically elaborates on this idea, showing how the initial assumption of 

transnationality eventually necessitates discarding the idea of a specifically 

transnational integrity. Suffice it to say that it is far from unusual that the Laos-

Thailand border features in its borderland’s creation myths, or that the Israel-

Palestine and US-Mexico borders figure in the religious lives of their respective 

localities.80 The important issue for me is how national incorporation comes to 

inform how people conceive of and perform their collective selves and, 

consequently, how divergent incorporation informs divergent conceptions or, the 

same, divergent collectives, since borders can facilitate world-making through 

demarcation.81 I take great interest here in these articulations.82 

The border is an abstraction and thus difficult to study directly. The approach 

taken was more painstaking and risky, starting as it did from the educated guess 

that, since Tidung are a cross-border people almost absent from academic 

literature, I could learn much about the region-as-borderland from them without 

presuming to know in advance what about it was significant. The national is 

immanent in apparently irrelevant cultural minutiae so that to study such minutiae 

is to study banal nationalism. Yet, the mutual object of concern among my 

consultants and myself, undecided by me in advance, has usually turned out to be 

“history.” 

It is, finally, worthwhile to present some brief remarks on the writing of this 

thesis. Anyone who has done ethnographic fieldwork is familiar with the problem 

of the excess of material as so many important things do not make the final cut. 

The thesis is, above all, an essay on a single theme—seeking the state from a 

particular marginal place—and the selection of material for presentation, even that 

which might seem tangential at first glance, has been done with this in mind. 

Except in this and the concluding chapter, I try to stay in the middle ground of 

analysis, between empiricism and theoretical speculation. My general argument, 

therefore, is most explicitly articulated in the opening and closing chapters with 

reference to this analysis. The intervening chapters are structured so that a 

collective trajectory, from relative autonomy to almost total incorporation into the 

 
78 Geertz, Local Knowledge, chap. 3. 
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national order of things, becomes evident. All translations of the material and 

Malay-language literature are my own. Because of the nature of the material 

presented, personal names of contemporary people have been pseudonymised 

using popular names, with teknonymic and titular aspects retained where 

applicable. Toponyms and personal names of the dead have not been 

pseudonymised. Here I do not claim representativeness—indeed, the impossibility 

of this will become clear—but I claim to speak to my in-depth interactions with 

dozens of people, substantial interactions with dozens more, and shorter 

encounters with hundreds. I will return to the question of representation in the 

concluding chapter. 

 

Significance and outline 

In this section, I outline the remainder of the thesis and establish its scholarly 

significance. With the thesis, I make a significant contribution to scholarly 

knowledge in an empirical sense. This thesis is the first full-length ethnography of 

the Tidung Lands—and of the Tidung more specifically—and it is among few 

works to have considered this borderland region. As Clifford Sather remarked with 

regard to my own work, the “Tidong and the general region they inhabit are among 

the least researched in Borneo.”83 Indeed, few empirical points covered in the thesis 

have been addressed by previous scholarship. This gap is a significant one to 

address for at least two reasons. 

First, the region is worth studying both in its own right and because of its 

broader regional significance. It has been mentioned in several landmark works of 

heavily empirical scholarship, such as James Warren’s The Sulu Zone and Jérôme 

Rousseau’s Central Borneo, but only in such detail as the scant existing literature 

has afforded.84 The sweeping regional views which point to the significance of this 

region on a Southeast Asian and, indeed, global scale therefore stand to be 

enriched by more empirical work on this region. With regard to the national 

contexts at hand, moreover, the region has scarcely featured in scholarship to date, 

despite the fact that a variety of social processes in the region are important issues 

at the national scale. Many of these processes are related to the region’s borderland 

character. 

Secondly, the region is important insofar as it is part of a broader set of regions—

margins and borderlands—in which scholars have taken interest. For example, 

Victor King has identified borderlands and margins as a key area of inquiry for 

contemporary Borneo studies.85 More broadly, the need to expand case studies 
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beyond such classic sites as the United States-Mexico borderland—"the model of 

border studies and borderlands genre throughout the world”—has become 

apparent.86 Novel contributions to empirical knowledge and theoretical 

development stand to be made through studies of thus far under-researched 

borderlands. The thesis takes up this challenge empirically in the first instance. My 

analysis of the empirical case informs a more general theoretical contribution. 

With the central argument of the thesis, I make one overarching theoretical 

contribution to scholarly knowledge in addition to a range of secondary 

contributions. The overarching contribution consists in drawing attention to 

people seeking the state from the margins and thereby encouraging further inquiry 

into this issue. This contribution is significant for at least two reasons. 

First, it is significant because of the broad scholarly interest which it furthers. 

In this introductory chapter, I have focused on a rather specific set of 

contemporary debates concerning the margins of the state and, more specifically, 

borderlands. My central argument concerning seeking the state from the margins, 

however, intervenes in an important debate that has long cut across the 

humanities and social sciences. The study of people submitting to the state is at 

least as old as Étienne de La Boétie’s mid-sixteenth century Discourse of Voluntary 

Servitude, and the recurrence of this focus in twentieth-century and contemporary 

scholarship evidences the perennial nature of the topic.87 Questions of power and 

resistance have attracted increasing interest in recent years. Part of this focus 

concerns the relations between marginal peoples and the state, and has often 

centred on what James Scott has called the “art of not being governed.”88 I have 

suggested that the debates centred on borderlands are a part of this broad scholarly 

interest. 

Secondly, studying how people seek the state from the margins is significant 

because, so far, it has been an under-researched approach within such debates. To 

be sure, scholars have increasingly attended to the widespread and enduring 

phenomenon of people not evading, resisting or refusing the state, but seeking it 

out. The latter, such work has started to suggest, could be both more significant 

and more puzzling than the former. Yet, as I have shown in this chapter, scholars 

have often taken more interest in resistance and transgression. The approach I take 

stands to complement and nuance the latter by attending to issues that have not 

been fully explored in the literature. The core theoretical contribution of the thesis, 

therefore, stands to refine our analytical and theoretical approaches. Further, each 

chapter makes a range of discrete empirical and theoretical contributions to 

 
86 Alvarez, ‘The Mexican-US Border’, 451. 
87 La Boétie, The Discourse of Voluntary Servitude. 
88 Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed. 
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scholarly knowledge. 

The thesis proceeds as follows. The first four chapters establish the importance 

of the state in the empirical context over time, highlighting the increasing material 

reality of the border in the Tidung Lands as people have sought the state. In the 

first chapter, “Framings,” I present an analysis of some significant moments that, 

as a naïve ethnographer, called for my striving to understand them on the terms of 

those with whom I made them. I show that I was continually confronted with the 

interrelation of the state and the collective Tidung throughout my fieldwork. In 

advancing this analysis, I argue that the question of the state is inextricable from 

the question of what it is to be Tidung. It follows that I have not been able to 

assume that the transgressive borderland culture of the literature obtained in the 

context at hand. The chapter thus supports my overall argument by showing an 

ethnographic approach to the Tidung Lands positions me well to make a novel 

contribution to theorisation of the margins of the state, laying the foundation for 

the remainder of the thesis. 

In the second chapter, “Histories,” I present an analysis of state formation and 

decline in Tidung and Bulungan discourses of “history.” I show that the transition 

to a national order of things was effected during the borderland Confrontation 

period—especially in the destruction of the Bulungan sultanate—in such a way 

that the nation-states did not emerge as fundamentally different from the pre-

national states. In advancing this analysis, I argue that the transition to this 

national order of things has implicitly come to be considered the most preferable 

among several plausible alternatives. It follows that seeking the nation-state has 

come to be seen in a largely positive, if ambivalent, light. The chapter thus supports 

my overall argument by elucidating seeking the state from the margins within the 

terms of vernacular historicity, in contrast to the notion of a novel imposition of 

state categories that warrants resistance. 

In the third chapter, “Two brothers,” I present an analysis of the life histories of 

two Sembakung Tidung brothers—each on one side of the Indonesia-Malaysia 

border—who came to position themselves as brokers between their settlements 

and the nation-states. I show that relations between these communities and the 

nation-states newly theirs were forged through such brokerage. In advancing this 

analysis, I argue that people, presupposing the goodness of having a state, sought 

to establish positive relations with the nation-states in the absence of a meaningful 

impetus from the central government. It follows that illegality and seeking the 

state are compatible, since the brothers’ lives and ways of establishing these 

relations were inextricable from illegal activities. The chapter thus supports my 

overall argument by laying to rest the common assumption that borderland 

“transgression” militates against the possibility of seeking the state, clearing the 
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space for the rest of the thesis to unfold. 

In the fourth chapter, “Strictness,” I present an analysis of ordinary people’s 

engagements with national and border regimes that they often deem increasingly 

“strict.” I show that these engagements reveal an increasing necessity of everyday 

life being brought into relation with “the government” and a corresponding 

distancing from the national spaces from which one is excluded from citizenship. 

In advancing this analysis, I argue that people have increasingly acquiesced to the 

circumscription of their mobility by the international border in such a way that 

accords with their individual and collective priorities. It follows that border 

hardening, and the accompanying national sedentarisation with its profound 

consequences, cannot be reduced to the notion of arbitrary imposition. The 

chapter thus supports my overall argument by moving my analysis beyond a 

generic nation-state idea toward the particular nation-states with which people 

now feel compelled to engage. 

In the final four chapters, I explore ideological changes that have occurred as 

people have sought the state in the context of national differentiation. In the fifth 

chapter, “Us Dayaks,” I present an analysis of Kalimantese Tidung engagements 

with the putatively transnational ethnic category “Dayak.” I show that the category 

mediates the relation between the Indonesian nation and the Tidung collective, 

with implications for the self-imagining of the latter. In advancing this analysis, I 

argue that engagements with Dayakness in Kalimantan index a shift toward 

Indonesian registers of ethnic identification, to the exclusion of Sabah. It follows 

that ethnic categories frequently presented as transnational in vernacular and 

scholarly thought can be nationally bound. The chapter thus supports my overall 

argument by demonstrating that, with the blinders of strictness now in place, 

Kalimantese Tidung are reconfiguring their very selves in relation to the 

Indonesian nation. 

In the sixth chapter, “Those Malays,” I present an analysis of Sabahan Tidung 

engagements with the putatively transnational ethnic category “Malay.” I show 

that Sabahan Tidung implicitly posit a novel model of Malayness and therefore of 

“becoming Malay,” premised on a fundamental nationality of the Malay category. 

In advancing this analysis, I argue that engagements with Malayness in Sabah 

index a shift toward Sabahan registers of ethnic identification, to the exclusion of 

Indonesia. It follows that the common notion of the “cross-border ethnic group” 

does not adequately capture the dynamics of ethnicity in the Tidung Lands. The 

chapter thus supports my overall argument by elucidating the implications of 

seeking the state for ethnic identification. 

In the seventh chapter, “Malaysian-sent floods,” I present an analysis of severe 

transboundary flooding on the Sembakung River, instances of which are now 
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called on the Kalimantese side “Malaysian-sent floods.” I show that people have 

embraced an order of nations in a borderland idiom to the point of banality, and 

treat the nation-states as a source of solutions to their collective suffering as much 

as a source of the suffering itself. In advancing this analysis, I argue that 

theorisations of the floods function as a commentary on international asymmetry 

from the borderland—on the ascendance of “Malaysia” at the expense of the nation 

to which people belong—and shape prospective solutions to the flood problem 

accordingly. It follows that these people of the borderland do not reject an order 

of nations. The chapter thus supports my overall argument by drawing out a 

redoubled appeal to the Indonesian nation-state in an attempt to alleviate 

collective hardship. 

In the eighth chapter, “Border Dayaks,” I present an analysis of a movement for 

a new Indonesian autonomous district tentatively called the “Border Dayak Lands 

District.” I show that the movement, premised on a novel state-centric conception 

of marginality, is a clear and concerted effort to seek the state from the margins. 

In advancing this analysis, I argue that the case signifies the point at which 

borderland “transgression” is transformed into a resource for national integration 

such that vernacular and central political projects converge. It follows that notions 

of borderland transgression might, in fact, index the success of the project of 

national state-building. The chapter thus supports my overall argument by 

demonstrating how people seek the state from the margins through the fantasy of 

the transgressive borderland. 

In the concluding chapter, I bring my analysis of the specific case to bear on the 

broader scholarly concerns driving the thesis. I revisit the issue of seeking the state 

from the margins in the light of the foregoing, consider its salience for comparative 

scholarship and development of theory, and reiterate the contributions to 

knowledge made by the thesis. 
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1. Framings 

In the previous chapter, I introduced the key problems of the thesis and grounded 

them in the literature. I did not, however, consider how those problems emerged 

from the ethnographic encounter. To do so, in this chapter, I consider the key 

problems of the thesis in relation to their emergence in my fieldwork. 

I present an analysis of some significant moments that, as a naïve ethnographer, 

called for my striving to understand them on the terms of those with whom I made 

them. I show that I was continually confronted with the interrelation of the state 

and the collective Tidung throughout my fieldwork. In advancing this analysis, I 

argue that the question of the state is inextricable from the question of what it is 

to be Tidung. It follows that I have not been able to assume that the transgressive 

borderland culture of the literature obtained in the context at hand. The chapter 

thus supports my overall argument by showing an ethnographic approach to the 

Tidung Lands positions me well to make a novel contribution to theorisation of 

the margins of the state, laying the foundation for the remainder of the thesis. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider the frustration of my research 

by representatives of the nation-state alongside Tidung consultants’ reflections on 

this difficulty. I focus on the widespread assumption among those consultants that 

the national regimes were extending to me their ongoing attempt to suppress the 

knowledge of a historical Tidung state that met an unjust demise. In doing so, I 

demonstrate the ethnographic significance of the state in general. Secondly, I 

consider cross-border funerary rites I attended toward the end of my fieldwork. I 

focus on the kinds of relevance of the international border to everyday life and the 

thought that, in part, emerges from, and informs the conduct of, that everyday life. 

In doing so, I demonstrate the ethnographic significance of multiple particular 

nation-states and, therefore, the social consequences of the border. Thirdly, I 

consider some background information pertinent to my empirical focus in the 

thesis, having already established the relevant frame with reference to the 

ethnographic encounter. I focus on important sociological points not captured by 

the ethnographic approach. In doing so, I set out a foundation for the reader to 

understand the remainder of the thesis. 

 

Just checking 

In this section, I consider the frustration of my research by representatives of the 

nation-state alongside Tidung consultants’ reflections on this difficulty. I focus on 

the widespread assumption that the national regimes were extending to me their 

ongoing attempt to suppress the knowledge of a historical Tidung state that met 

an unjust demise. In doing so, I demonstrate the ethnographic significance of the 

state in general. 
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At the outset of my main fieldwork I began to stay on Sebatik Island. I stayed 

with Bayu, a young Indonesian Bugis man who grew up in Sabah with his Sulawesi-

origin parents before they all “returned” to Indonesian Sebatik. When I initially 

developed an interest in working with Tidung people during the scoping trip, Bayu 

recalled his days growing up in the Merotai area of Sabah and making Tidung 

friends. He was sure to emphasise, however, the supposed laziness and commercial 

ineptitude of Tidung people, foreshadowing, for me, one of the most important 

and antagonistic themes in the social life of the region.1 It was Bayu who introduced 

me to Ujang Iman on Sebatik, a Tidung adat head (kepala adat) who had spent 

many years in Sabah but who was fond of high-octane Indonesian nationalist 

rhetoric, and with whom I would eventually spend much time. One night on the 

initial trip, the three of us were chatting on the guest room floor. Naïve as I was, I 

extended my legs such that my soles faced Ujang Iman. Bayu reproached me for 

my rudeness—only Ujang Iman intervened to say that, no, not only was it not rude 

but that, since he is a Dayak, it was, in fact, a mark of respect. Through this 

proxemic, he aligned himself with the Kayan and other putatively authentic 

Dayaks, those “people with long ears,” in relation to his Bugis interlocutor.2 I began 

to become acquainted, then, with a fuller range of matters of concern in relation 

to ethnicity and cultural politics: questions of indigeneity, migration and 

ethnoreligious identification, each shaped by a distinctive borderland milieu, 

which would form a starting point for more substantial research. 

On my return for a longer stint of fieldwork, however, my plans were disrupted. 

It is hardly a secret that foreign researchers in Indonesia often encounter overt 

hostility from the more coercive branches of government. Having already travelled 

throughout this region and started to forge relationships with all going smoothly, 

however, I underestimated the extent to which I would experience sustained 

harassment from military and intelligence services workers. To some extent, this 

was not specific to the regime. The marginality of white people in Indonesia proper 

is difficult to overstate, even if it emerges out of Indonesians’ engagement with 

figures of wondrous alterity. I find myself in intensely humiliating encounters on a 

daily basis—being screamed at and laughed at in public space, among many other 

examples—all the worse now for the captivation with selfies and social media that 

has swept the nation. One white ethnographer in Sumatra likened the experience 

to “being abused.”3 This phenomenon is an index of nation: it occurs neither in the 

 
1 See, especially, Chapter 5. 
2 On the contemporary figure of the Dayak in Kalimantan, see, among others, Maunati, Identitas 

Dayak; Sillander and Alexander, ‘Belonging in Borneo’; Thung, Maunati, and Kedit, The (Re) 

Construction of the ‘Pan Dayak’ Identity in Kalimantan and Sarawak. 
3 Simon, ‘Anger Management’, 105; see also Fechter, ‘The “Other” Stares Back’. 
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Malaysian states nor, in my experience, in the remoter settlements of the 

Indonesian region.4 It reached its height, for me, in the intelligence officer (intel) 

or military encounter, since this emerges in the first instance from a recognition of 

the threatening whiteness of my body. Much of the province of North Kalimantan 

came to present itself to me as a kaleidoscopic checkpoint, therefore, in a way not 

dissimilar to the—far graver—Indonesian or Filipino migrant experience in Sabah. 

My first encounter was when I started to rent a room and drove to Sungai Nyamuk 

to buy household goods for my stay. I realised neither that I was being 

photographed during my shopping nor that I was followed home. 

I was subsequently given increasingly draconian conditions for continuing to 

stay. These included never leaving the house alone, never travelling at night, 

documenting every trip in a logbook to be shared with the local village guidance 

non-commissioned officer (babinsa, bintara pembina desa), submitting to daily 

visits by the latter, and accepting that he would also contact people who knew any 

details of my work. These measures were almost invariably justified through a 

bizarre claim that they were in my best interests. “What if you were kidnapped by 

people from Sulu?” the officer would ask. He was, broadly speaking, referring to 

the same people in response to whom the Malaysian government has established 

a “security zone” along the eastern coast of Sabah.5 While those around me were 

not all that bothered by intelligence officers—Ujang Iman was more than used to 

dealing with them in his capacity as adat head and, previously, village head—the 

possibility that my mere presence was a bad thing for local people racked me with 

anxiety. It became apparent that the study I envisioned was not going to be 

possible, yet I had committed to the fieldwork and wanted it to succeed. 

Ujang Iman’s speculation about what could be driving this attempt to stifle my 

research provides the starting point for my inquiry in this thesis. He expressed his 

frustration at the fact that I was there to place in view or “lift up” (mengangkat) his 

ethnic group but I was being prevented from doing so. Thus he speculated that, 

since “Borneo belongs to the Tidung” (Borneo ini Tidung punya), these people were 

trying to cover up Tidung history. I was interested in what this meant, and Ujang 

Iman clarified the issue by referring to the pictures he had once shown me on the 

earlier trip. He noted that the Indonesians, Malaysians, British, Dutch and, 

idiosyncratically, Russians were trying to cover things up. Vast wealth belonging 

to Tidung was being kept unjustly somewhere in England or the Netherlands.6 The 

absence of this wealth is why there is no Tidung sovereign reigning over the region 

now. If the facts were set straight and the wealth returned, however, it was likely 

 
4 Cf. Hage, White Nation, chap. 1. 
5 See Chapter 4. 
6 See Chapter 2. 
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that a renewed Tidung state would come about; the European and national states 

were scared of this. He pointed to what he called the “crest of the Tidung” (lambang 

Tidung)—a term he also uses to refer to the blue-crowned hanging parrot and other 

characteristically Tidung things—as showing that there was once a productive 

partnership between Tidung and British rulers. The picture is more commonly 

known as the British North Borneo coat of arms. Ujang Iman noted that his nephew 

across the border could explain things in greater detail. This conviction that 

Tidung are the original and rightful inhabitants of their place and that their place 

ought to be ruled by a Tidung leader, in contrast to how they and their place have 

long been buffeted and presided over by indifferent or malicious outsiders who 

suppress these facts, is an important dilemma. Ujang Iman—like many others, as I 

was to learn—presupposed the impossibility of my study. The British and Dutch 

know everything worth knowing about the Tidung and guard their knowledge even 

to the exclusion of Tidung people themselves. What I could possibly learn was, 

therefore, unclear. 

But I was still on Sebatik with a task to carry out. My saving grace, perhaps, was 

that villagers admonished me for my parochial focus on Sebatik in an unrelated 

way. As the cliché goes, “there are many kinds of Tidung” (Tidung ini banyak). 

Ujang Iman and others, therefore, encouraged me to travel to the mainland 

settlements. As Anna Tsing wrote of her central Borneo case, in the absence of a 

“stable group with which to ‘settle in,’ it seemed best for me to move around.” My 

experience resonates with her claim that her “own shifting positioning made [her] 

especially alert to continual negotiations of local ‘community,’ to the importance 

of far-flung as well as local ties, and to the array of local responses to regional 

challenges and dilemmas.”7 Mika Okushima, similarly, travelled extensively for the 

research resulting in her papers on the Tidung; as, indeed, did the European-era 

ethnologists.8 Rather than spend a miserable and fruitless year on Sebatik, I took 

up Ujang Iman’s recommendation and started to move around. 

My first journey away was, on Ujang Iman’s recommendation, to go to Medan 

in the far west of the archipelago with some Tidung representatives from Nunukan 

and surrounds for the congress of the Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the 

Archipelago (Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara, AMAN). During the congress, 

Tidung delegates repeatedly emphasised that they were from the border, claiming 

to have come from the “farthest away” (paling jauh) region—Indonesia’s 

“outermost edge” (paling ujung)—from which it took three flights to arrive. One 

 
7 Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen, 65–66; See also Pauwelussen, ‘Amphibious 

Anthropology’. 
8 For example, Beech, The Tidong Dialects of Borneo; Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’; 

Schneeberger, Contributions to the Ethnology of Central Northeast Borneo. 
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delegate from Nunukan, Haji Luqman, took the chance during a question-and-

answer session to remark on an irony of their demands for compensation from 

large companies back home: 

In the time, the 1960s, our elders, defended independence [kemerdekaan]—no, 

defended the border between—the Confrontation—Indonesia with Malaysia, in 

which our forefathers fell in the war while waiting for the army from Java. All of 

a sudden, in the 2000s and onward, customary land [tanah ulayat]—because, 

in the Nunukan district only Krayan has customary land [tanah adat], so 

Nunukan, Sembakung, Lumbis, Sebatik do not have customary land. 

Haji Luqman then proceeded to recount some recent difficulties in claiming 

compensation; I shall consider the reception of such claims later. For now, it is 

worth noting that his justification of such claims was made, or at least buttressed, 

with reference to how Tidung people suffered for the nation. 

My attendance at the congress proved important for quickly gaining contacts in 

the Tidung cultural-political scene of Indonesia. Afterward, I returned via the 

peninsula to Tawau as the international route was faster and cheaper than the 

domestic one. After again establishing some contacts in Tawau town, I returned to 

Sebatik to think more about the remainder of my fieldwork, eventually making 

myself an itinerary with Ujang Iman starting with a trip to Malinau. 

Yet, there, I had another intelligence encounter. This was just outside of 

Malinau town when interviewing a descendant of the exiled Raja Pandita, so 

famous for resisting the Dutch and Bulungan that his history confers the name 

Tidung Island on a prominent tourist destination just off the Jakartan coast, as well 

as on the “Raja Pandita” Special Infantry Raider Battalion 614 (Batalyon Infanteri 

Raider Khusus 614/Raja Pandita). It was immediately apparent that the officer and 

my consultant were on friendly terms. My intelligence interlocutor announced his 

intention not to disturb my research even as he proceeded to ruin the interview 

with the typical and lengthy set of questions and declarations that he was merely 

extending the hospitality of Indonesia to me, as a foreigner. Thus I found myself 

repeatedly enmeshed in triadic relationships between myself, Tidung consultants, 

and representatives of the nation-state; a set of relationships that people were quite 

willing to reflect on at length. 

It was in Malinau Seberang that I met Kai Ismail, who, supposedly, knew I was 

coming. He, the son of a famous Tidung police officer on Tarakan, was a shaman 

(dukun) who inherited his father’s powers (ilmu). He claimed to be a member of a 

secret branch of the Indigenous Peoples’ Union of Kalimantan (Persatuan Suku Asli 

Kalimantan or Persekutuan Suku Asli Kalimantan, PUSAKA), which played a 

significant role in the Tarakan ethno-communal conflict of 2010; in any case, he 

was certainly a Dayak Tidung adat leader on Tarakan in absentia. His house was 



30 

 

on the latter, but he rarely visited, rather living alternately in others’ houses in 

Malinau and a small hut by his pepper gardens in Gong Solok. He claimed, among 

other things, that he was himself an intelligence officer, that he had been a sniper 

for Malaysia in the Confrontation (Konfrontasi) despite his Indonesian citizenship, 

that he subsequently became a pirate in the Sulu region, and that he had a major 

role in ending the Tarakan conflict. A Tidung man with a wife from Bone—the 

“good” kind of Bugis—he spoke Bulungan well but stumbled through the Tidung 

that he learned much later in life. It was from him that I started to learn of 

important historical issues such as the Bultiken incident, contemporary fault lines 

such as that between the two Indonesian adat organisations, and important 

principles, such as the fact that others never “know history.” His itinerant life 

allowed for us to travel extensively together, and so it was that I came to gain 

contacts in most Tidung settlements of North Kalimantan. It was from this point 

that I began to take the regional-level view mentioned in the introductory chapter 

of the thesis. I will leave further narration for later in the thesis. 

I jump ahead now to my second substantial fieldwork trip. It was only after my 

return from the Netherlands, where I spent most of my time copying archival 

materials, that, by chance, I met Ujang Iman’s nephew whom he had mentioned 

early in my fieldwork. Such serendipitous encounters had long since ceased to 

surprise me. I was leaving Kalabakan and visited Merotai before crossing the 

border which, unlike local people or the migrants transported by them, I would do 

by “going officially” from Tawau. In Merotai, I had the opportunity to begin sharing 

copies of the archival materials I had taken from the mysterious Dutch places of 

which Tidung people talk, much to my hosts’ fascination. I crossed over to 

Nunukan and briefly visited Sebatik again. In September of 2018, then, I found 

myself again catching up with Ujang Iman and others about the usual things: 

people’s illnesses and misfortunes, the latest among family in Tideng Pale and 

Tawau, changes in oil palm prices and the increasing interest in the seaweed trade, 

the newly repaired roads on the island, their new turtle from Derawan, recent 

border-crossing troubles, the latest military visit, and so on. The last I had seen of 

him was the video call from Umas, and before that in a photograph he sent in which 

he posed sternly in an army uniform, borrowed from an adopted son who had been 

stationed on the island, and signed off on as the adat leader of the entire island.  

Early on, when I had first met Ujang Iman, we had been talking about the fact 

of gun ownership on the island. Ujang Iman reacted strongly against the idea, 

noting that this is “forbidden” and that people with guns should be “arrested.” 

Now, after the Tidung-Putuk (Lun Dayeh) conflict that was not to be, he said that 

had the conflict transpired, his kin and perhaps himself would have gone to 

Malinau to fight. I asked him how they would expect to win, given that Dayaks 
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have many guns. “You think I don’t have guns?” he replied, clarifying that “there 

are two in the room you’re sleeping in.” There were, indeed, two shotguns there. 

The prevalence of informal gun ownership among Tidung is a public secret that I 

had not properly understood until that point. But this was just one aspect of life 

among many that took much patience for me to apprehend; one, moreover, that 

was present alongside the fact of affection toward the nation-state. Evidently, I had 

gained the “rapport” of which ethnographers speak, and this in no small part due 

to my intense mobility over the two years. I was, of course, not to stay much longer. 

In this section, I have demonstrated the ethnographic significance of the state 

in the context at hand. I have done so by exploring how Ujang Iman and others 

drew my encounter with state surveillance into their understandings of Tidung 

political history. This example has illustrated a widespread assumption that the 

national regimes were extending to me their ongoing attempt to suppress the 

knowledge of a historical Tidung state that met an unjust demise. 

 

The other side 

In this section, I consider cross-border funerary rites I attended toward the end of 

my fieldwork. I focus on the kinds of relevance of the international border to 

everyday life and the thought that, in part, emerges from, and informs the conduct 

of, that everyday life. In doing so, I demonstrate the ethnographic significance of 

multiple particular nation-states and, therefore, the social consequences of the 

border. 

I was still on Sebatik, at the time mentioned above. To my surprise, I received a 

message from Pak Cik Ibrahim, my host in Kalabakan, telling me that he was on 

Nunukan Island and asking where I was. I left for Nunukan that day, assuming he 

would be in Sungai Fatimah, the Sembakung Tidung settlement where much of his 

family lives. On arrival, I learned from a neighbour that Pak Cik Ibrahim’s older 

sister had passed away. Rightly or wrongly, I did not want to turn up unannounced 

while people were mourning, so I returned to town for the night to stay in the hotel 

I often stayed in at such moments; a brothel during the island’s logging exportation 

heydays, the migrant owners had since changed focus and converted the upper 

floors to the artificial swiftlet caves now ubiquitous throughout the Tidung region. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim called me late that night and told me to come early the next day. 

In the morning, I went directly to Pak Cik Ibrahim’s brother Haji Abdullah’s 

house.9 The latter happened to have still been in Nunukan, despite planning to go 

to Kalabakan to finish building his own swiftlet house on the other side. There, 

having tea and biscuits, were Haji Abdullah and his wife, his sister from Kalabakan 

 
9 See Chapter 3. 
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and sister-in-law from Lahad Datu on Sabah’s eastern coast. I went to the house of 

the deceased and then to Yusuf’s house upon learning that Pak Cik Ibrahim was 

staying there. Pak Cik Ibrahim had come, as he and others usually do, “around the 

side” on his cousin’s boat from Kalabakan, side-stepping formal avenues. We 

caught up with each other before heading to the house. Family had gathered there 

from various downstream settlements along the Sembakung River, a major river of 

the region which winds its way from the Sabahan interior down to the Indonesian 

coast. Among the family were district bureaucrats, some of considerable seniority, 

as well as the village heads of both the immediate area and much of the Tidung 

part of the Sembakung. The house of the deceased was that of the head of the 

Neighbourhood Association (Rukun Tetangga, RT), bearing the usual sign that new 

arrivals and similar matters are to be reported within a day. Men gathered in the 

area that had been constructed outside, and women inside the house, in the 

gendered spatial distribution intrinsic to collective ritual, which is simply a more 

pronounced version of everyday gendered proxemics. As in many other settings, 

then, I spent most of my time with men. The initial, intense, period of mourning 

would continue for seven days, after which people would disperse until subsequent 

ritual feasts (kenduri or selamatan). 

As I will explore later in the thesis, this is a part of the Nunukan district that 

would, in its entirety, be incorporated into the new Border Dayak Lands district if 

it were to be successfully formed, and which members of the family have been 

central to organising through their work in the bureaucracy. The Sembakung-

origin family has been distributed along that river, Nunukan, Kalabakan and 

beyond because of the “Malaysian-sent floods” which have threatened downstream 

livelihoods on the river.10 For this family, there was once “nobody else” (that is, 

ndak ada orang lain), nobody but kin, in Sungai Fatimah. 

I knew a few people already; one of the children there recognised me from a 

ritual feast I had recently attended at the Tanjung to mark the return of a relative 

from the hajj. To others, I was introduced as a student, as Pak Cik Ibrahim’s guest 

and “son.” I had, in fact, initially come to meet Pak Cik Ibrahim on the 

recommendation of his kin in Sungai Fatimah and the Sembakung, but eventually 

came to spend more time with him than with the latter. While I already knew some 

people, as in other places, getting to know people was, in the first instance, a matter 

of recounting their villages in which I had spent time, their kin with whom I was 

already familiar, explaining what I was doing and how long I had been “in 

Indonesia,” the space against which my whiteness is there juxtaposed. People 

encouraged me to make “documentation” of the event and offered facts and 

 
10 See Chapter 7. 
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suggestions for my research, speculating, for example, on the question of whether 

Tidung were Dayaks, Malays, or neither. 

Yusuf had taken the day off his two jobs as a firefighter and carpenter because 

he so rarely had a chance to catch up with his uncle. So, we all went wandering: 

first, to see people—mostly women, as is typical—drying recently harvested 

seaweed on platforms by the bridge. At this point, Pak Cik Ibrahim’s brother 

claimed emphatically that border guards “cannot forbid” people from crossing 

when they are “in mourning.” Surely the law allows for human development, and 

surely the authorities exist to serve the community, he conveyed. We met Arif, the 

village head of Lubakan, and with whose brother—a Malaysian officer in the 

Eastern Sabah Security Command stationed at the border nearby—I had stayed in 

Kalabakan (the latter very rarely goes back to the Sembakung, now). We later went 

to a local tourist site, built on the site of some of the settlement’s former rice 

paddies, and spent the afternoon feeding fish, taking photographs and chatting 

with the owner and his juniors, one of whose shirts read, “Love the rupiah, defend 

the country without weapons.” In reality, of course, while in Sungai Fatimah, those 

from the other side continued to use the ringgit at their relative’s store, as, indeed, 

did I when returning from Tawau later. At Yusuf’s house we would watch the 

continuous television coverage of the recent tsunami and earthquake affecting 

Sulawesi. Pak Cik Ibrahim noted with dismay that “they,” the “Indonesians” or 

Bugis, have been allowed into Sabah en masse and given citizenship, bringing their 

misfortune-bringing “unhealthy habits” with them: better they all get wiped out at 

once, he suggested. Such comments were, as I will show, not unusual. 

The rites were to last the customary seven days. The days were spent smoking 

the cheap Indonesian-origin smuggled cigarettes ubiquitous in Tawau, drinking 

the extremely sweet coffee characteristic of Indonesia that Sabahans such as Pak 

Cik Ibrahim find hard to stomach—store-bought, since people have switched to 

planting oil palm—visiting local sites of interest, and making preparations for the 

night’s events: gathering firewood, harvesting cassava, coconuts and other things 

for men, and cooking and cleaning for women. In Sembakung Murut and the 

colloquial, borderland Malay, people chatted: about the latest local political 

developments in Tawau and Nunukan, a land dispute in Kalabakan, and other 

points of interest. Wage workers went to office; fishermen went to sea; students 

went to school. Pak Cik Ibrahim used my phone’s WiFi to stay in the loop on Sabah 

Heritage Party issues, and his kids to play online games. Nights were long and 

spent playing cards and board games while chatting. The local dance group, 

training for Nunukan’s district anniversary event, did not use music for the week 

out of respect. Pak Cik Ibrahim had me stay at Yusuf’s house. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim returned to Kalabakan with his cousin so that they could bring 
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back his sister from Keningau, a major settlement toward the Sabahan interior, 

which he said would be the following day. The period coincided with the lead-up 

to the district’s soccer finals, and the local team, the Tidung Sungai Fatimah FC, 

was playing; one member would wear that uniform interchangeably with that of 

the Kalabakan team. On one occasion the entire team had been arrested by 

marines and held in jail for fifteen days when they tried to cross the border for a 

game. In the typical Indonesian manner, there were several uniformed military 

officers at this local soccer game. 

Sitting by the bridge at Sungai Fatimah the next day, we had what seemed like 

a pleasant enough conversation with a stranger, who turned out to be Bugis. After 

he left, however, Pak Cik Ibrahim’s brother reiterated his understanding of Bugis 

language and culture—his having had a Bugis adoptive mother on Tarakan—

before expressing his utter disdain for them. He recalled the stifled Tidung-Bugis 

conflict on Nunukan and the full-blown one on Tarakan.  

The next day, we were watching the next round of the soccer tournament. I ran 

into Adam, a migrant from Flores who converted to Islam on marrying a Tidung 

woman, and Haji Luqman, with whom I had attended the congress of the 

Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago. I would often encounter them 

around Nunkan along with a few others with whom they were preparing claims for 

compensation against companies in the Sebuku and on Tanah Merah—claims 

dismissed as dubious and backward cash-grabs by Tidung people outside the 

group. During the game, we got word that Pak Cik Ibrahim had belatedly made it 

back to the island. His cousin had driven the boat again, and Pak Cik Ibrahim’s 

sister had come from Keningau. Pak Cik Ibrahim had brought with him another 

boy whom he did not consider a son as much as the other. Pak Cik Ibrahim 

expressed his fear of crocodiles along the way, whose population, people say, has 

increased in the area since hunters have stopped taking them due, in large part, to 

an increasingly strict border regime. That and the rough waves encouraged him to 

consider returning with his family via Sungai Nyamuk, a border town in Indonesian 

Sebatik. 

The next day, we went to a locally famous waterfall in Binusan, toward inland 

Nunukan, where some forest still remains, and where government-funded work 

was underway to develop it into a proper tourist site with footpaths and shops. 

That we passed an abandoned project to build a customary meeting hall, typical of 

the region’s current cultural-aesthetic politics, along the way prompted discussion 

of the overwhelming tendency, central to Tidung politics, of people to contest such 

efforts. With two other young men, we went down to the mangroves along the 

dusty road leading out of Sungai Fatimah to the coast. Yusuf noted that a port was 

going to be built at the end of the road, that the road would be paved, and that the 
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whole area was going to become “lively” (ramai) with new people, houses and 

shops: a far cry from the mere forest there when his father’s generation first settled. 

As we sat looking toward the nearby mainland from which the Sebuku river flows, 

two small but unmissable structures broke up the view of the coastline: on the left, 

Indonesia’s riverine border post, on the right, Malaysia’s counterpart, known as the 

“glass post” (pos kaca); these being the only marks of the international border. 

Once treated as a metaphor for economic disparity between the two states, 

Indonesia’s facilities have improved considerably. The water was good for fishing, 

and they made vague plans to head out the next day. I declined our companions’ 

offer to drink rice wine later, recalling how throughout the week Haji Abdullah 

alternately joked with and berated me for having gone drinking with an upstream-

origin consultant near town recently. We then visited the rice paddies back in 

Sungai Fatimah, which are now more efficiently irrigated due to a government 

project, including motorcycle-drivable paths, where we stayed until sunset 

chatting with the women resting after a day’s work there. 

The next day, Pak Cik Ibrahim and Yusuf, who also works as a carpenter, busily 

planned for the construction of a house back in Kalabakan, weighing up whether 

to source materials from Nunukan or Tawau, and deciding that Yusuf would come 

over to build it when everything was ready. Pak Cik Ibrahim had been encouraging 

his young relative, Usman, to go, but he did not want to, partly because he had to 

take care of his children, and partly because his Malaysian identity card had been 

sold in his absence. While Pak Cik Ibrahim had been arranging, with Yusuf’s help, 

to be picked up on Sebatik and taken across the border, Aisyah—the wife of Pak 

Cik Ibrahim’s nephew, Fadil, a police officer—offered to go on the trip with them 

and so arranged things accordingly. There was a figure from Bulungan history 

whom I had long wanted to meet while in Tawau but never had the connections to 

do so. By chance, Rizky, an associate of Adam and Haji Luqman whom I often ran 

into in town, was on good terms with him and gave me his phone number after 

retrieving it from the phone he had left at his garden in Malaysian Sebatik. Pak Cik 

Ibrahim begrudgingly accepted that I would be meeting this figure, hinting at the 

historical rivalry between Tidung and Bulungan. 

The final morning was emotional, as prayers were done and the belongings of 

the deceased distributed to the women who bathed her when she passed, and 

people went to the cemetery and men to Friday prayers afterward. Pak Cik 

Ibrahim’s quasi-son carefully packed away some snacks, apparently unavailable on 

the other side, to give to his grandparent. Their final night in Nunukan was to be 

spent with Fadil and Aisyah at their house. Aisyah picked us up in their car and we 

left for Nunukan town. During the car trip, they strategised for the next day, with 

Aisyah repeatedly noting that all border crossing, formal and informal, is “risky.” 
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They would be all right, though, as she speculated that only if one crossed daily 

would it raise suspicions. They would take a boat across to Sebatik and then cross 

via Sungai Nyamuk. Pak Cik Ibrahim was concerned about his adopted child who, 

strictly speaking, is stateless, travelling the unfamiliar and more heavily monitored 

Sebatik-Tawau route. Better that he accompany his aunts in any case, it was 

decided. Aisyah made the jarring joke that I would have to behave well since I was 

with a police officer, eliding the fact that I was the only one of her guests legally in 

Indonesia. 

We went to Nunukan’s district police office, where Aisyah also had a small shop, 

to pick up snacks. Pak Cik Ibrahim’s sister-in-law expressed concern that they 

could be “arrested” there. Fadil mentioned to his colleague that his family from 

“the other side” was here visiting. Whereas taking photographs would normally be 

frowned upon, this was all right, then. We then all took photographs on the steps 

in front of the office, making sure that the “Nunukan District Police” sign was 

visible (POLRES Nunukan, that is, Polisi Resor Nunukan). Approaching sunset, we 

“wandered” to the new Islamic Center mosque facing Sebatik and, beyond, 

Tawau—architecturally impressive enough to contend with the large mosque 

there—and took yet more photographs. After the two men prayed, we drove back 

to the house, as Aisyah gave a commentary on the new coastal road and night 

market that we passed. During the trip it became clear to me that, despite it being 

“their village” as Tidung and as, in a sense, “Indons,”11 I knew Nunukan and Sebatik 

far better than the Sabahans did. (This abbreviation, while considered derogatory 

elsewhere in Indonesia,12 is habitually used by many people in both countries of 

the region.) It was, indeed, novel enough for them to make a tourist experience out 

of travelling there. In their long absences, moreover, things change a lot. We 

arrived at the house, where there was a blaring swiftlet birdcall. Smoking outside, 

I joked to Pak Cik Ibrahim that he might not be happy staying there; he agreed, 

but interpreted my comment differently. “Us poor people are not to be rich” (kita 

orang miskin takkan mau jadi kaya), he replied, mentioning why we had been 

staying in a modest house up to that point. 

The next day, time had come for everyone to disperse. The two women from 

Kalabakan and Lahad Datu, Pak Cik Ibrahim’s son, and Pak Cik Ibrahim’s brother-

in-law returned to Kalabakan via the usual route. Pak Cik Ibrahim, his sister from 

Keningau, his quasi-son, and Aisyah went via Sungai Nyamuk. That day, a couple 

dozen young men also left for the mainland to work for a logging company for 

some weeks or months. The events being over, another would resume his work in 

small-scale illegal logging nearby, made possible because his Tarakan-based boss 

 
11 See Chapter 6. 
12 See, for example, Clark and Pietsch, Indonesia-Malaysia Relations, 78. 
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has arranged so that there would be no interruptions from the glass post. Having 

already arranged to meet Datu Fajar in Tawau, I left on the same day. I went the 

“formal way,” which meant using a passport and waiting for the boat to leave for 

Tawau. On the Indonesian side, I made small talk with an immigration officer 

whose husband, a Nunukan bureaucrat, I knew from taking a trip to the uplands 

together, with her noting in amusement that by now I had a “Tidung accent.” I did 

not, in other words, speak a properly middle-class kind of “Indonesian.” On the 

Malaysian side, I paid the fee for excess baggage so bemoaned by local people and 

waited for a long time in immigration, looking on as an exasperated officer 

wondered aloud why a man with bad legs who could stand in line no longer should 

want to come to Malaysia at all. The longer time that going formally took meant 

that Pak Cik Ibrahim was already leaving for Kalabakan in one of the unofficial 

buses by the time I cleared immigration. When I called him, he strongly approved 

of the Sungai Nyamuk route, saying he had encountered no difficulties along the 

way. I was waiting at Tawau’s central market, where Pak Cik Ibrahim and others 

buy their smuggled cigarettes in bulk. I have often killed time there in between 

activities, sitting with friends along with their undocumented Sulu employees, 

mere metres away from the National Registration Department (Jabatan 

Pendaftaran Negara, JPN). By chance, I ran into Aisyah there, but she was already 

on her way back to Nunukan, and we parted. I hurried into the market to borrow 

a phone charger from an acquaintance and waited for my appointment. Normal 

life resumed. The Sabahans would be back for the final rites at one hundred days. 

In this section, I have demonstrated the ethnographic significance of multiple 

particular nation-states and, therefore, the social consequences of the border. I 

have done so by narrating the cross-border dilemmas involved in a funeral in 

Sungai Fatimah. This example has illustrated the kinds of relevance of the 

international border to everyday life and the thought that, in part, emerges from, 

and informs the conduct of, that everyday life. 

 

Context 

In this section, I consider some background information pertinent to my empirical 

focus in the thesis, having already established the relevant frame with reference to 

the ethnographic encounter. I focus on important sociological points not captured 

by the ethnographic approach. In doing so, I set out a foundation for the reader to 

understand the remainder of the thesis. 

The political geography of the region is much contested; its broad outlines are 

as follows.13 Borneo is one of the largest islands in the world and is formally divided 

 
13 See Maps 1-3. 
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between three nation-states: the Indonesian part in the south, called Kalimantan; 

the Malaysian federal states of Sarawak and Sabah in the north (the outlying island 

Labuan is a federal territory), together called “East Malaysia”; and Brunei 

Darussalam on the northern coast.14 In the thesis, I will refer to “Borneo” in accord 

with local usage but, in fact, much of the fieldsite is made up of outlying islands, 

and the relevant frame extends to the southern Philippines. While the notion of 

“the Indonesia-Malaysia border” is useful, it will become increasingly problematic 

as the thesis unfolds. Many East Malaysians are ambivalent about the idea that 

they are Malaysian, instead claiming Sarawak or Sabah as their nation.15 Even after 

excluding historical polities, moreover, the eastern borderscape is far more 

complex than “Indonesia-Malaysia,” incorporating Brunei alongside Indonesia and 

“Malaysia,” as well as the Philippines which, moreover, is not a straightforward 

label to apply to the long-contested Sulu region of its south.16 All of these locations 

feature in the thesis even as I conducted my own fieldwork in North Kalimantan 

and Sabah. 

Sabah is a state composed administratively of five divisions which, in turn, are 

composed of various districts; its capital is Kota Kinbalu. Its population is over 3.5 

million people. Formerly under British rule, Sabah was incorporated into the 

Malaysian Federation through the 1963 Malaysia Agreement, according to which 

Sabah would retain an unusually high degree of autonomy. This autonomy has 

eroded over the years, and Sabahans are acutely aware of it.17 The Sultanate of Sulu 

maintains a claim on Sabah, as does the Philippines. In 2013, people from Sulu 

launched an attack on the east coast of Sabah but were defeated; this event 

prompted an elaborate securitisation program along the entire eastern coast which 

is still in place today.18 The most important public issue in Sabah is informal 

migration from Indonesia and the Philippines; in many places, undocumented 

residents outnumber citizens “proper,” to speak as if there is still a clear 

distinction.19 Tawau is the Sabahan division on which most of my discussion is 

 
14 See Tanasaldy, ‘Borneo’. 
15 e.g., Chin, ‘Sabah and Sarawak’; Chin, ‘Sabah and Sarawak in the 14th General Election 2018’. 
16 See, for example, Majul, Muslims in the Philippines. 
17 Inter alia, Chin, ‘Sabah and Sarawak’; Chin, ‘“Malay Muslim First”’; Chin, ‘Sabah and Sarawak in 

the 14th General Election 2018’; Sadiq, ‘When States Prefer Non-Citizens over Citizens’; Tangit, 

‘Ethnic Labels and Identity’. 
18 Acciaioli, Brunt, and Clifton, ‘Foreigners Everywhere, Nationals Nowhere’. 
19 Among others, Allerton, ‘Statelessness and the Lives of the Children of Migrants in Sabah’; 

Allerton, ‘Contested Statelessness in Sabah’; Allerton, ‘Impossible Children’; Allerton, ‘Stuck in the 

Short Term’; Allerton, ‘Invisible Children?’; Carruthers, ‘Their Accent Would Betray Them’; 

Carruthers, ‘Grading Qualities and (Un)Settling Equivalences’; Carruthers, ‘Clandestine Movement 

in the Indonesia-Malaysia Migration Corridor’; Chin, ‘“Malay Muslim First”’; Cooke and Mulia, 



39 

 

based. 

The contemporary Republic of Indonesia is bound up with its history of Dutch 

rule.20 As other scholars have documented, the history of the main international 

border with which I am concerned is inextricable from the British-Dutch frontier 

prior to the establishment of the nation-states.21 Indonesia was proclaimed 

independent in 1945 on the heels of the withdrawal of the Japanese toward the end 

of the Second World War. President Soeharto’s New Order regime was ushered in 

by the massacres of 1965-66, remaining in place until 1998. The period after the 

New Order was one of “reform” (reformasi), which included administrative 

decentralisation. Against this backdrop, North Kalimantan (Kalimantan Utara) 

was split off from East Kalimantan (Kalimantan Timur) in 2012 to become the 

newest province in Indonesia; its capital is Tanjung Selor. The province is 

composed of four districts and the municipality of Tarakan. Its population is 

approaching approximately 700,000 people. 

One crucial thing to bear in mind is that on the Indonesian side, Malaysia is an 

assumed and permanent foil in relation to any comment on matters of 

development or similar. For example, when a school building was left half-built in 

Atap and got rained on, one consultant was quick to note that this would never 

happen in Malaysia; that, if the building were to be completed, the builders would 

start from scratch. So many things which “happen” on the Kalimantese side are 

said not to “happen” on the Sabahan side and vice versa. Malaysians are so rich, 

one hears, for example—until one speaks to returned migrants or cross the border 

and sees that, in fact, people’s salaries are much the same, indenture and 

statelessness are endemic, and people there make the same complaints about the 

peninsula. Indonesia is imagined in relation to Malaysia, but this notion is 

thoroughly Indonesian since many Sabahans are, at best, ambivalent about the 

idea that they inhabit Malaysia. “Malaysia” constantly pops up in North 

Kalimantese conversation with little function beside demonstrating inadequacy 

and lack in Indonesia. I insist on immediacy here, on treating “Malaysia” as a 

spectre, even an unflattering mirror, based on following what local people say. On 

the one hand, these assertions are often neither accurate nor grounded in 

experience, but, on the other, they are insightful once we understand vernacular 

conceptions of development, since these conceptions have little to do with the 

 

‘Migration and Moral Panic’; Ford, ‘After Nunukan’; Pye et al., ‘Precarious Lives’; Pye, ‘A Plantation 

Precariat’; Sadiq, ‘When States Prefer Non-Citizens over Citizens’; Shim et al., ‘Report of the 

Commission of Enquiry on Immigrants in Sabah’; Tangit, ‘Broader Identities in the Sabahan Ethnic 

Landscape’; Tirtosudarmo, ‘Cross-Border Migration in Indonesia and the Nunukan Tragedy’. 
20 See, among many others, Vickers, A History of Modern Indonesia. 
21 Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders. 
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various “problems” that the term brings to mind. In imagining the other, we 

imagine ourselves. I will furnish many examples of this “foil” and, especially in the 

seventh chapter, I consider it in large part a commentary on power. 

Regarding economic practices, Mika Okushima’s 2003 paper on the Tidung still 

holds true today: 

In general, the Tidung are known as fishermen. … [M]ost Tidung combine 

farming, fishing, and hunting, just like the other Bornean groups. They cultivate 

both dry and wet fields, mainly for staple crops such as rice, maize, and tubers, 

as well as banana, coconut, papaya and other fruit trees. … Only a small number 

of villages specialize in fishing, collecting pearls, and so on … Some other villages 

today concentrate on cash crops such as oil palm, especially on the Malaysian 

side. Thus, the Tidung consider their lifestyle as encompassing the sea, rivers, 

and land (hidup pertengahan), because they can engage in fishing, farming, and 

hunting. In fact, the Tidung usually settle in the coastal regions probably not 

because they specialize in fishing, but rather because the Tidung used to give 

much more importance to trading than to self-sufficient living.22 

I note, moreover, the long-standing and growing importance of wage labour, 

especially for (young) men, including in local government, but especially in 

companies in the extract industries. Both the Sabahan and Kalimantese regions 

have seen extensive legal and illegal logging since the 1960s, which intensified into 

the late twentieth century.23 The Tidung areas, since they are in the more easily 

accessible lowlands, have been heavily affected by logging. The centuries-old 

gathering of swiftlet birds’ nest destined for export to China has, in recent years, 

expanded rapidly from its traditional cave basis toward the construction of 

artificial caves within and nearby human settlements; recorded bird calls now 

dominate the soundscape of many settlements.24 

While demographic information is difficult to ascertain by ethnicity, in her 2003 

paper, Okushima put the Tidung population at approximately 70,000-80,000 

people (or over 100,000 together with Bulungan).25 Of these, approximately 

17,590-20,000 people lived in Sabahan settlements and 48,000-50,000 in 

Kalimantese settlements. While these figures are dated, since I need make little 

recourse to demographics or quantitative analysis in the proceeding, they are 

sufficient for my purposes. For now, it is worth noting the international asymmetry 

of this demographic distribution: Sabahan Tidung are marginal to the Tidung 

 
22 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’, 238–39. 
23 For example, Obidzinski, ‘Logging in East Kalimantan’. 
24 See Sellato, Forest, Resources and People in Bulungan. 
25 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’. 



41 

 

world in addition to their nation-state. 

Notwithstanding deviations such as air-conditioned houses in the city, Tidung 

people generally make houses in the coastal Malay style, that is, on stilts nearby 

rivers. Small villages can be composed of several dozen households; larger 

settlements of several hundred. Households are commonly organised into stem 

families, but such arrangements vary widely. 

With the term “Tidung Lands,” I refer to the zone that would be sketched out if 

one were to aggregate the main contemporary Tidung settlements into a coherent 

spatial unit.26 Excluded from this zone are the distant settlement of Beluran in the 

mid-north of Sabah and the extreme outlier of Tidung Island off the north coast of 

Jakarta (which is not a contemporary Tidung settlement). The field site is, for the 

most part, coterminous with the boundaries of these Tidung Lands. This 

conception of the Tidung Lands has several heterogeneous precedents: 

contemporary Tidung conceptions of their historical polity; the district of Tirun in 

the historical Sulu sultanate; the Dutch conception of the Tidoengschelanden 

under the sultanate of Bulungan; and the contemporary Indonesian district of Tana 

Tidung which self-consciously invokes these other understandings. 

So, the Tidung Lands are inhabited by Tidung people, among others. Identifying 

ethnicities, as Peter Metcalf noted, is a “goal of research, not a preliminary.”27 It is 

necessary, however, to present some preliminary notes so that the reader can 

follow my attempt to do so in the thesis. The next chapter will show that the 

category “Tidung” has changed over time. I note the difficulty of reducing to a few 

basic conditions an ethnic category that can be reckoned situationally and 

affectively. The following says little about, for example, feeling that one is in a 

Tidung village because blue-crowned hanging parrots, in whose language and 

ritual functions some Tidung specialise, are hanging all about in their distinctive 

cages. This said, the thesis works with a contemporary definition based in the first 

instance on self-ascription.28 This is a necessary starting point because most people 

have multiple ethnic categories available for them to claim. Self-ascription and 

social recognition as Tidung are, strictly speaking, the only necessary conditions 

for this identification. But a necessary condition of both of these conditions, in 

turn, is profession of Islam (overwhelmingly of the Nahdlatul Ulama variety in 

Indonesia), in combination with at least one of the following underdetermining 

factors: having Tidung parents and especially a Tidung father; speaking a Tidung 

isolect; living or being born in the region; and knowing Tidung origins. The 

identity category “Tidung” is therefore minimally an ethnoreligious one, despite 

 
26 See Map 2. 
27 Metcalf, The Life of the Longhouse, 311. 
28 King, ‘Ethnicity in Borneo’; cf. Moerman, ‘Ethnic Identification in a Complex Society’. 
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people’s common preoccupation with ancestry. 

In this thesis, there are many instances where Tidungness is made through 

practice rather than descent. Man Sulaiman of Tarakan, for example, is in principle 

Bugis (and Banjar secondarily). His adoptive father was Tidung, he speaks Tarakan 

Tidung natively, he is knowledgable about Tidung history, his wife and children 

are Tidung and, indeed, he joined the Tidung side in the Tidung-Bugis conflict. 

Yet, he was surprised and gratified one day to hear a major figure in the adat scene 

tell him that he is a Tidung. Sofia, my host in Atap, conversely, meets all of the 

above conditions and identifies only as Tidung. But others often disregard her self-

ascription as she is more fluent in Bulungan, her children are Javanese, and her 

Malay idiolect marks her inclusion in the Indonesian middle class. While “mixing” 

is the norm rather than the exception, and while the category Tidung is always 

historicised in vernacular thought, discourses of primordial autochthony persist as 

if such a thing ever existed. I avoid naturalising these discourses in the thesis by 

treating them as empirical objects.29 

Tidung people refer to themselves autonymically as the ulun pagun, the 

“villagers” or “people of the village,” much like other coastal Malay-type peoples of 

Borneo. Neighbouring peoples use their own exonyms to refer to Tidung, such as 

sakai and tengkayu. The term “Tidung” itself is not an exonym in contemporary 

discourse, but it is almost always held to have once been an exonym in myth. As 

the literature has addressed, almost all Tidung people I have known have felt 

compelled to explain the term with reference to tidong, that is, mountains or hills. 

Several scholars have, however, contributed to a more complex understanding of 

the term by documenting an etymological connection between “Tidung” and 

“Tirun” as the latter referred to a district of Sulu and to pirates in the region.30 

Others have noted that Tidung ethno-local sub-divisions are somewhat arbitrary.31 

Extensive intra-regional migration, vernacular principles of ethnic and linguistic 

identification, and a variety of possible categories of locality would confound an 

attempt at classification. So, I will introduce ethno-local categories as the need 

arises. The important point, for now, is that, despite the cliché that “Tidung are 

many,” the more general category “Tidung” is salient. 

Tidung people are, however, a minority population in their overall state and 

provincial contexts. Detailed scholarship has documented many of the dynamics 

 
29 See Chapters 5-6. 
30 Gaynor, ‘Piracy in the Offing’, 846–48; Gaynor, Intertidal History in Island Southeast Asia, 90; 

Mallari, ‘The Eighteenth Century Tirones’; Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’; Warren, 

The Sulu Zone, 84–93. 
31 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’; Also, Lobel, ‘Philippine and North Bornean 

Languages’, 401. 



43 

 

of ethnicity in the region of which the Tidung Lands are a part. The interethnic 

relations in which Tidung take interest are generally characterised by proximity 

alongside antagonism of a kind and extent specific to each relation. I have rarely 

heard people take much interest in the ethno-racial category “Timorese” or “people 

of East Nusa Tenggara” (orang NTT, that is, orang Nusa Tenggara Timur), for 

example, despite their high population, migrant status and Christianity.32 The issue 

is that “Timorese” tend to live and work inland. Many Tidung resent the ethnic 

identification of the indigenous Agabag with whom they share language, history 

and often kinship, not because of the usual issues in Dayak-Malay relations but 

because of their conviction that a few years ago some young Agabag leaders 

invented their own ethnicity out of nothing for frankly political ends.33 The most 

emotive one is the Tidung-Letta relation, which most Tidung extend to Bugis 

generally (others might note, for example, their approval of Bone but not of other 

Bugis peoples). The antagonism here centres on the Tidung impression of Bugis as 

aggressive colonisers of their homelands. Details are provided throughout the 

thesis; I only note here the significance of the Tidung-Bugis ethno-communal 

conflict on Tarakan in 2010 which, one decade on, still casts a shadow over the 

social life of the Tidung Lands.34 The historical sociology of Tidung is so 

intertwined with that of Bulungan that the former must be treated in relation to 

the latter. The salience of the ethnic category “Tidung-Bulungan” in southern 

settlements is sufficient evidence of this point. The two peoples have close and 

friendly relations, but Tidung retain a clear memory of their historical rivalry with 

Bulungan. Every chapter in the thesis addresses specific social and spatial relations 

of alterity such as the ones I have just noted, including “intra”-Tidung relations. 

The linguistic situation is complex but not overwhelmingly so. Tidung have 

mostly appeared in linguistic studies which I will not review in detail here.35 They 

 
32 Allerton, ‘Stuck in the Short Term’; Tirtosudarmo, ‘In the Margin of a Borderland’. 
33 cf. Appell, ‘Ethnic Groups in the Northeast Region of Indonesian Borneo and Their Social 

Organizations’; Linder, ‘Precious Blood’. 
34 On the Bugis, see Pelras, The Bugis; On Bugis frontiers and conflict, see Acciaioli, ‘Bugis 

Entrepreneurialism and Resource Use’; Ammarell, ‘Bugis Migration and Modes of Adaptation to 

Local Situations’; Robinson, ‘Inter-Ethnic Violence’; Timmer, ‘Being Seen like the State’; On Bugis 

in the fieldsite, see Daud, ‘Budaya Dan Persoalan Identiti Dalam Kalangan Komuniti Bugis Di 

Persempadanan Pulau Sebatik’; Idris, ‘“Belimpun Taka Tugas, Insuai Taka Tapu”’; Idrus, ‘Makkunrai 

Passimokolo’’; Mikkelsen, ‘Ruined Pondscapes’; Saleh, ‘Dinamika Masyarakat Perbatasan’; Wilson, 

‘“Ethnic Outbidding” for Patronage’. 
35 Appell-Warren, ‘The Tarakan Dialect of the Tidung Language of East Kalimantan’; Beech, The 

Tidong Dialects of Borneo; Cense and Uhlenbeck, Critical Survey of Studies on the Languages of 

Borneo; Darmansyah, Struktur Bahasa Tidung; Lobel, ‘Philippine and North Bornean Languages’; 

Mahali, ‘Bahasa Tidung Pulau Sebatik’; Moody, ‘The Tidong Language’; Okushima, ‘Ethnic 

Background of the Tidung’. 
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speak several Murutic isolects which they mostly share with their non-Muslim 

neighbours, but which are nonetheless ethnicised as “the Tidung language,” much 

as Indonesians nationalise their Malay as “the Indonesian language” (bahasa 

Indonesia). Tidung do not, however, go as far as feigning linguistic incompetence 

for ethnoreligious reasons; nor, for that matter, do they erase non-Muslims from 

their genealogies.36 Murutic isolects are not usually written, but people use ad hoc 

orthographies, mostly for digital communication. The Kayanic isolect of Bulungan 

is not mutually intelligible with those aforementioned, but many Tidung are 

proficient in it as well. Similarly, it is common—especially on the Indonesian 

side—to pick up other languages such as Javanese or Bugis. The absence of English 

from everyday life in the Tawau region is exceptional in the Malaysian setting, but 

so, relatedly, is its proportion of Indonesian-origin inhabitants. Trivially few can 

speak Arabic beyond certain religious applications, but ethno-religious distinction 

is marked by the ritual use of Arabic whether in exceptional contexts such as war 

or in the everyday utterances of “Assalamualaikum” and “Waalaikumsalam” when 

passing thresholds or on the phone, or “Bismillah” and “Alhamdulillah” on journeys 

and when eating.  

Malay has overwhelmingly become the language of written communication and 

the first language in the great majority of settlements.37 Most people are literate in 

Malay: national schooling is very common and, recently, a few higher education 

institutions have emerged on both sides of the border. One’s consciously and 

unconsciously shaped idiolect of Malay says much about, among other things, 

linguistic background, generation, interethnic relations, history of international 

settlement, and class or the source of prestige to which one is principally oriented. 

The colloquial Malay, while gradually being displaced by nationally standardised 

dialects, persists in part from pre-national times; I thus refer to it throughout the 

thesis simply as Malay rather than “Indonesian” or “Sabahan Malay.” Speakers are, 

however, remarkably self-conscious of national context.38 Everyday speech tends 

to be peppered with redundant translations not only between languages proper 

but between national varieties of Malay; for example, saying in Indonesia that 

“people held a selamatan, called in Malaysian a kenduri,” when referring to a ritual 

feast. Yet, speakers often assume both fluency in, and knowledge of the differences 

between, standard Sabahan and Indonesian Malay by using terms specific to each 

to refer to things within their respective national spaces. For example, one on the 

Indonesian side can use the Malaysian term polis, rather than the Indonesian polisi, 

 
36 On genealogy, cf. Rousseau, Central Borneo, chap. 12; On language, cf. Tsing, In the Realm of the 

Diamond Queen, 53–54. 
37 On varieties of Malay see, e.g., Adelaar, ‘Dialects of Malay/Indonesian’. 
38 See also Carruthers, ‘Their Accent Would Betray Them’. 
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to refer specifically to Malaysian police. 

So much for the context of the study. In this section, I have set out a foundation 

for the reader to understand the remainder of the thesis. I have done so by 

discussing some important sociological points not captured by the ethnographic 

approach. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often described the state and marginal peoples in 

distinct—indeed, oppositional—terms. As I highlighted in the introductory 

chapter, however, scholars such as Sarinda Singh have suggested there is an 

“ongoing need for ethnographic studies that recognize the unique dynamics of 

borderlands and challenge top-down simplifications, but without reification in 

oppositional terms to the central state and urban centers.”39 In this chapter, I have 

begun to apply this recommendation to the present study. 

I have presented an analysis of some significant moments that, as a naïve 

ethnographer, called for my striving to understand them on the terms of those with 

whom I made them. First, I considered the frustration of my research by 

representatives of the nation-state alongside Tidung consultants’ reflections on 

this difficulty. I focused on the widespread assumption that the national regimes 

were extending to me their ongoing attempt to suppress the knowledge of a 

historical Tidung state that met an unjust demise. In doing so, I demonstrated the 

ethnographic significance of the state in general. Secondly, I considered cross-

border funerary rites I attended toward the end of my fieldwork. I focused on the 

kinds of relevance of the international border to everyday life and the thought that, 

in part, emerges from, and informs the conduct of, that everyday life. In doing so, 

I demonstrated the ethnographic significance of multiple particular nation-states 

and, therefore, the social consequences of the border. Thirdly, I considered some 

background information pertinent to my empirical focus in the thesis, having 

already established the relevant frame with reference to the ethnographic 

encounter. I focused on important sociological points not captured by the 

ethnographic approach. In doing so, I set out a foundation for the reader to 

understand the remainder of the thesis. 

I have shown that I was continually confronted with the interrelation of the state 

and the collective Tidung throughout my fieldwork. In advancing this analysis, I 

have argued that the question of the state is inextricable from the question of what 

it is to be Tidung. It follows that I have not been able to assume that the 

transgressive borderland culture of the literature obtained in the context at hand. 

 
39 Singh, ‘Borderland Practices and Narratives’, 154. 
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The chapter has thus supported my overall argument by showing an ethnographic 

approach to the Tidung Lands positions me well to make a novel contribution to 

theorisation of the margins of the state, laying the foundation for the remainder of 

the thesis.
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2. Histories 

In the previous chapter, I explored some key moments in the ethnographic 

encounter that foregrounded the inextricability of the questions of the state and of 

being Tidung. I did not, however, consider the historical dimension of these 

questions. To do so, in this chapter, I consider the political history of the Tidung 

Lands. 

I present an analysis of state formation and decline in Tidung and Bulungan 

discourses of “history.” I show that the transition to a national order of things was 

effected during the borderland Confrontation period—especially in the 

destruction of the Bulungan sultanate—in such a way that the nation-states did 

not emerge as fundamentally different from the pre-national states. In advancing 

this analysis, I argue that the transition to this national order of things has 

implicitly come to be considered the most preferable among several plausible 

alternatives. It follows that seeking the nation-state has come to be seen in a largely 

positive, if ambivalent, light. The chapter thus supports my overall argument by 

elucidating seeking the state from the margins within the terms of vernacular 

historicity, in contrast to the notion of a novel imposition of state categories that 

warrants resistance. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider the interpretation of the 

historical narratives at hand. I focus on vernacular stories of the consolidation and 

decline of sovereignty in relation to wealth. In doing so, I show how these 

approaches to history can be mobilised to interpret the events discussed 

throughout the chapter. Secondly, I consider some important aspects of the 

political history of the Tidung Lands through to the mid-twentieth century. I focus 

on the various claims to this region over time as it consistently lay at the territorial 

interstices of various states. In doing so, I show how the relatively autonomous 

people of the Tidung Lands became increasingly incorporated into the ambit of 

surrounding states from the eighteenth century. Thirdly, I consider the legacy of 

the destruction of the Bulungan sultanate to the present. I focus on the story of a 

Bulungan aristocrat who survived the destruction, and vernacular reflections on 

his subsequent activities. In doing so, I show how a national order of things has 

come to be widely accepted in the region. 

 

Interpretation 

In this section, I consider the interpretation of the historical narratives at hand. I 

focus on vernacular stories of the consolidation and decline of sovereignty in 

relation to wealth. In doing so, I show how these approaches to history can be 

mobilised to interpret the events discussed throughout the chapter. 

I develop the interpretation presented in this chapter with reference to part of 
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the literature on Malay world political myth. I draw on this general literature 

because of how clearly political and historical discourse in the Tidung Lands is 

embedded in a broader Malay world context, instantiating, as it does, many 

prominent tropes known to history and ethnology. Thus insight into the specific 

can be gleaned with reference to the general. There are several points to consider. 

Stories of history are basically what Holly High calls “stories of state.” These 

state-centric histories are relayed specifically as the history of the Tidung.1 In giving 

expression to this preoccupation with origins, the stories set out the meaning of 

what it is to be Tidung.2 I have a rather more sociological than historical interest 

in them because of how they express this and other contemporary preoccupations.3 

This is especially evident in accounts below that oscillate between the collective 

Tidung and the narrator as Tidung, between past and present, between the seen 

realm (alam nyata) and the unseen realm (alam ghaib), and that emphasise the 

ongoing enactment of the histories at hand rather than banishing them to the past. 

Barbara Watson Andaya has referred to this temporality in Southeast Sumatra as 

an “osmosis between the world of the present and that of legend”.4 Similarly, the 

famous Malay Annals, for example, remains relevant in the contemporary by 

“embracing and subsuming” change.5 Insofar as the histories presuppose an 

interrelation of the state and the Tidung, they suggest that one can learn about the 

state by learning about the Tidung and vice versa, as the previous chapter set out. 

Important to the consideration of the state and sovereignty is the issue of 

stranger-kingship.6 I raise this point because here I am tracing a continuity from 

the the origins of sovereignty to the contemporary order of things. The literature 

on stranger-kingship focuses on the pervasive association, in the Austronesian 

world and elsewhere, of alterity with the origins of sovereignty. There are several 

windows into the issue. Here, I focus on a trope common in Malay world myths of 

a foreigner arriving somewhere in a ship, the cargo of which falls into the hands of 

a local figure, at which point a local state is formed as a natural consequence.7 The 

narratives at hand invoke this trope in their treatment of sovereignty, wealth and 

alterity.8 For example, in the Sitsen papers there is a “Genealogy from the Tidung 

Lands” (Salasilah dari Tanah Tidoeng) which addresses the origins of 

 
1 Variously, the sejarah (history), asal-usul (origins) and silsilah (genealogy) of the Tidung. 
2 See Fox, ‘Precedence in Perspective’. 
3 See, for example, Pannell, ‘Histories of Diversity, Hierarchies of Unity’; Sellato, Innermost Borneo, 

chap. 8. 
4 Andaya, To Live as Brothers, 209. 
5 Ho, ‘Foreigners and Mediators in the Constitution of Malay Sovereignty’, 155. 
6 Graeber and Sahlins, On Kings; Sahlins, ‘The Stranger-King’. 
7 Manguin, ‘The Merchant and the King’; See also Reid, ‘Merchant Princes and Magic Mediators’. 
8 See also another story of this type in Chapter 5.  
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Menjelutung—often considered the “oldest” Tidung settlement—which contains 

the following passage: 

Anduk and Piau went home, walking by the edge of a large river; reaching 

Menjelutung they met the crew of a junk. The people inside the junk were all of 

beautiful appearance. The junk was shipwrecked there and could not go 

anywhere again, to remain there forever. Anduk said to Piau, ‘We shall live here.’ 

Piau said, ‘Indeed, here is close to Bulungan.’ So, Anduk said to the captain of 

the junk, ‘All right, at once you make a house and start gardening here; when 

we both return from Mentarang surely we will live here.’9 

In such narratives, sovereignty is always related to wealth, wealth to trade, and 

trade to foreign merchants. These myths are concerned to posit a structure of the 

encounter between the local and the foreigner and to establish the terms of their 

relationship in the new state.10 Yet, in the stories the death of one regime is the 

birth of another, demanding that I keep both in view at the same time. I am 

concerned, therefore, not just with what these stories say about such constitutive 

encounters, but also what the stories say and imply about the decline of the state 

so formed. That is, with moments in which the order established through the initial 

encounter unravels through the removal of the necessary conditions of that 

order—conditions that were themselves established specifically in the initial 

encounter (the king himself, the royal seal, vast wealth, et cetera). Political 

ruptures are effected through the removal of powerful indices of sovereignty from 

the region. 

The literature on classical Malay world history and politics resonates with 

regional discourse with regard to the affection of the people for their sovereign; 

that is, the sense that the sovereign is somehow essential for his subjects. In 

Anthony Milner’s influential formulation, the king (raja) is the “organising 

principle” of the Malay world of kingship.11 Due to this, Milner has treated treason 

as unthinkable in classical Malay political systems.12 The argument is incisive, yet 

calls to mind British administrators trying to understand the Murut rebellion of 

1915 starting from the premise that “any contest to colonial rule must be illogical”.13 

A more compelling reading, as James Scott has argued, would have it that these 

texts were so concerned to emphasise the impossibility of treason precisely 

because they were made in contexts where treason was rife and, indeed, usually 

 
9 Nationaal Archief, Collection 399, item 23, ‘Tekst van een legende omtrent het ontstaan van 

Mendjeloentoeng en de herkomst van de bevolking van Boeloengan, in het Maleis.’ 
10 Ho, ‘Foreigners and Mediators in the Constitution of Malay Sovereignty’. 
11 Milner, Kerajaan. 
12 Milner, chap. 6. 
13 Fernandez, ‘Contesting Colonial Discourse’, 96. 
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committed by those close to the ruler.14 Usurpation, moreover, is reprehensible 

when it fails, but can be quite acceptable when it succeeds; this is because the 

successful usurper demonstrates his legitimacy merely by virtue of his success.15 

This point is crucial to bear in mind because I will be considering the topic in some 

detail below. 

The European colonial encounter is incorporated into these myths. Thus, it is 

not appropriate to make an epochal distinction based on European expansion. 

Related to shipwrecks, exile and stranger-kings, the figure of the white man 

administrator-explorer has a distinct role in Tidung political myth.16 He almost 

always serves, first, to elicit local knowledge and, secondly, to authorise 

knowledge. Since he travels ceaselessly while eliciting knowledge from various 

places, his knowledge is trans-local and synthesised. Many contemporary 

toponyms in the region are explained by relating that, once, a white man arrived 

and asked a local person the name of such-a-such a river, island, et cetera, to which 

the local person responded with some ordinary word—referring to a tree, for 

example—which was transcribed incorrectly by the white man, with this 

transcription fixed as the toponym thereafter. The white man takes on immense 

importance insofar as he is assumed to know the proper genealogies, being, 

consequently, conjured as an adjudicator of political contest in a manner 

consistent with many Malay world texts.17 Below I will show how Tidung emphasise 

that the Dutch need to see evidence of Tidung rather than Bulungan ancestry; the 

claim here is that their precedence over Bulungan has already been determined 

with utter certainty. The Tidung-white man encounter has the characteristic 

feature of a “contract” (kontrak) stipulating a share of wealth for Tidung; the 

contract often concerns oil revenues. The challenge of Tidung historical discourse, 

then, is to account for their own marginality, their apparent lack of a condition of 

having a wealthy king. In doing so, the white man is not dethroned from his 

mediator role but, the reasoning has it, must have been tricked somewhere down 

the line by Bulungan. 

There is no useful distinction to be drawn between “real history” and “local 

myth.” In this chapter, I seek not only to outline a chronology in historicist terms, 

but to elucidate the significance of such a history in terms of vernacular approaches 

to history. With the term “historicist” I refer to the “principles of historical research 

 
14 Scott, ‘Freedom and Freehold’; Walker, ‘Autonomy, Diversity, and Dissent’. 
15 e.g., Andaya, To Live as Brothers, 208; Anderson, Language and Power, 39; Errington, Meaning 

and Power, 166; see also Weber, From Max Weber, 245–52. 
16 cf., e.g., Wessing, ‘Pangeran Dakar’s Error’. 
17 See, e.g., Henley, ‘Conflict, Justice, and the Stranger-King’; Ho, ‘Foreigners and Mediators in the 

Constitution of Malay Sovereignty’. 
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espoused by the history profession and taught in schools and universities in many 

parts of the world”, including temporal linearity, chronology, objectivity, and so 

on.18 While I am concerned with the significance of history in vernacular terms, 

many aspects of vernacular narratives correspond to the bare facts of the region in 

the historicist sense. Among many apparently vague references to “the Dutch,” for 

example, one text from Malinau relates that in “1922 … the Dutch Army … entered 

Malinau, led by an officer with the rank Captain named Setsen [sic.].” M.H.A. 

Sitsen’s papers in the Dutch national archives are, indeed, valuable sources that I 

draw upon here. More so than of events and people, the different approaches to 

history produce remarkably similar descriptions of the structural processes of state 

formation and decline, such as in their treatment of conflict, accumulation, 

diplomacy, exile, trade, migration, ethnicity, and other issues.19 The narratives also 

set out various facts and precepts that are drawn on in the vernacular 

understanding of such issues in the contemporary period.20 

The final point concerns a criticism that has often been made—and rightfully 

so—of the culturalist literature to which I refer. As in the case of the supposed 

impossibility of treason above, the critique suggests that these texts, and coherent 

models of power elaborated out of a view from the centre generally, have not 

adequately captured other orientations to power. So, there might be some question 

as to the relevance of the framework I mobilise to explicate the significance of these 

histories.21 I demonstrate in this chapter that the histories I relate are not merely 

an elite discourse; rather, they constitute a widespread understanding among 

ordinary people. The widespread understanding to which I refer, while not 

constantly repeated in everyday life, is far from a public secret: I have been told 

about the lost wealth countless times throughout the region, and for ordinary 

people, it is treated as wealth that “belongs to Tidung.” 

The following is a more substantial example of the fruitfulness of the principles 

outlined so far. This story involves a descendant of the king of Bengawon as a 

central character. It focuses on oil, which features in both vernacular history and 

any historical consideration of the region’s political economy.22 As early as 1791, 

Alexander Dalrymple wrote that Tarakan “yields 20 or 30 Jars of Earth-Oil [per] 

Annum” for Sulu.23 Consider also a Dutch officer’s intercultural exasperation when 

he wrote of Bulungan that “it sounds unbelievable, but it is a fact that the Sultan 

 
18 Palmié and Stewart, ‘For an Anthropology of History’, 210. 
19 Manguin, ‘The Merchant and the King’. 
20 See, especially, Chapters 5-6. 
21 Beatty, ‘Kala Defanged’; Also, the various criticisms of Errington, Meaning and Power. 
22 Lindblad, Between Dayak and Dutch. 
23 Dalrymple, Oriental Repertory, 1:529 emphasis omitted. 



52 

 

regards the rich source of income from Tarakan as if from a lottery, ‘dari sebab saja 

poenja oentoeng [on account of my good fortune]’ … that his person is due, and 

thought of the country and people of Bulungan does not exist with him nor can it 

be brought forward!” This commodity, traded in a state-dominated industry, is 

important for establishing the stakes of Bulungan and Tidung history. The most 

common vernacular narrative of loss centres on royalties from the trade of oil as 

an instantiation of the wealth that is a function of sovereignty. The story runs as 

follows: 

[He] discovered a well where kerosene came out from the earth. Then Patuan 

took a coconut shell to be filled with the kerosene and took the oil to sea in 

order to light his torch while fishing. At that time there was an Englishman’s 

ship anchored in the waters of Kuala Pamusian. Patuan had caught much fish 

and approached the ship to sell his fish. The Englishman saw someone 

approaching his ship carrying fish, and he saw there was liquid inside a coconut 

shell that was glowing like fireflies. The Englishman asked Patuan: “What liquid 

is inside that coconut shell?” “Oil to light the torch.” “May I see?” “You may.” 

Patuan lifted up the shell and gave it to the Englishman, who took it into his 

room to check the oil. It turned out that the oil was pure, so the Englishman 

asked: “May I have it?” “Yes, take it.” “Where did you get this?” “In my garden.” 

“May I go with you to see?” “You may.” Then the shell was returned to Patuan. 

The oil had been replaced with bars of pure gold which filled the shell. The old 

man was surprised to see so much gold: the liquid of only one shell was 

exchanged for an entire shell of gold. It meant that this was the oil needed by 

people in the world. Then they went up Sungai Pamusian to Siang Belabes, from 

there going up to the place of the oil well where there is the sacred grave 

[keramat] Pamusian. In the old days, the first foreigner to come to the islands 

Tarakan and Bunyu was English; so arose the oil business contract between 

Tidung and the English. They made a contract and agreement with this 

Englishman that when the oil pump goes down, they are owed one cent, and 

when it comes up they are owed one cent. For some years the sources of oil did 

not proliferate. Then the Englishman connected with the Dutch. The English 

came first to Tarakan and Bunyu; the Dutch were first to Sebatik Island and 

Tanjung Lalang. From this arose the exchange of the islands Tarakan and Bunyu. 

Sebatik was split in half: the north was taken by the English; the south by the 

Dutch. 

Thus, vernacular narratives centred on the history of the state, which commonly 

concern stranger-kingship, are extended also to the colonial states—and, I will 
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show, to their successors.24 

In this section, I have examined how the historical narratives at hand might be 

interpreted. I have done so by considering some local narratives in relation to the 

literature on Malay world political myth. The section has set out how these 

approaches to history can be mobilised to interpret the events I shall discuss 

shortly. 

 

Trajectory 

In this section, I consider some important aspects of the political history of the 

Tidung Lands through to the mid-twentieth century. I focus on the various claims 

to this region over time as it consistently lay at the territorial interstices of various 

states. In doing so, I show how the relatively autonomous people of the Tidung 

Lands became increasingly incorporated into the ambit of surrounding states from 

the eighteenth century. 

To my knowledge, written sources only go back to Sulu in the time of Spanish 

expansion. Tidung have thus been situated at the frontiers of state power for the 

entirety of their recorded history. As “Tirun,” “Tirones,” and the like, they have 

attracted attention in primary and secondary historical sources specifically as 

pirates of northeast Borneo and the southern Philippines. The ethnic category 

“Tidung,” in contrast to many oral histories,25 predates conversion to Islam in 

much of the literature, which points to conversion over the late eighteenth and 

mid-nineteenth centuries largely through contact with Taosug and Arabs.26 Aside 

from an introduction to the Tidung as pagan and supposedly cannibal barbarians, 

from Thomas Forrest’s 1779 Voyage to New Guinea and the Moluccas one learns 

that in northeast Borneo there exists a people called “Oran Tedong” or “Tiroon.” 

They were, Forrest wrote, infamous pirates and so despised by the “Moors of 

Magindano” and the “lllanos.” As of the time of writing, Sulu had “lately subdued 

them, by getting the Rajah (or chief) into their power”, and trade relations were 

established with Sulu.27 

The issues of piracy and incorporation into Sulu together call for some 

elaboration. Tidung raids in the Philippines have been recorded as early as 1625.28 

While much of this raiding focused on the usual raiding for booty and people to be 

held for ransom or enslaved, there also seemed to be an emphasis on the newer 

 
24 See also Henley, ‘Conflict, Justice, and the Stranger-King’. 
25 See Chapter 5. 
26 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’, 235; Okushima, ‘ブルンガン王国のアラブ人移民 

――伝承と古文書にみるボルネオ北東岸のイスラーム小史――’; Warren, The Sulu Zone, 86. 
27 Forrest, A Voyage to New Guinea, and the Moluccas, from Balambangan, 396–98. 
28 Mallari, ‘The Eighteenth Century Tirones’. 
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Spanish-driven religious institutions. Francisco Mallari has furnished many 

examples of raids attributed to “the Tirones” in the eighteenth century, supporting 

the supposition that the raids had a devastating impact in that region. The 

governments of the Philippines could not afford to ignore them, so punitive 

measures increased from 1719, but continued to be ineffective. So it is that the 

earliest available image of the Tidung is one of substantial relative autonomy. 

The sultan of Sulu was eager to reconsolidate the sultanate’s territory and 

trained his attention on the Tirun district around 1746. In collaboration with the 

Spanish, Sulu carried out more effective punitive expeditions, largely in the Sebuku 

area.29 By April of 1747, the expeditions had been successful, with the sultan 

positioning himself as the only way Tidung could avoid incurring Spanish military 

wrath. A consequence of the expeditions was the Tidung chiefs’ declaration of 

allegiance to the sultanate of Sulu where such allegiance had been waning. On his 

victorious return from Tirun, the sultan brought with him approximately fifty 

captives whom he had compelled the Tidung to release (among them a friar), along 

with several Tidung chiefs, two of whom were left in Jolo and the remainder taken 

with the freed captives to Zamboanga.  

The dynamics of antagonism and collaboration in this scene were complex. 

Regarding the successful expedition, Cesar Adib Majul has suggested that the 

“initiative for the whole affair must have originated from the Sultan himself who 

had some proprietary rights in Tirun territories, for … his father Badar ud-Din was 

not only the son of a Tirun lady but had married a Tirun lady of the ruling class.”30 

Further, the “Spaniards accused the Tirones of being convenient allies of the Sulus 

and Maguindanaos, and since they were subjects of the Sulus, their overlords 

allowed them to engage in piracy and used them as cover for their own piracies 

and destructive raids.”31 Even after the Sulu-Spanish victory, raids continued into 

the nineteenth century, at times with Sulu support, in collaborations not at all 

unusual for the Malay world of the time.32 

There is a Tidung region now re-incorporated into Sulu where, nonetheless, the 

authority of the latter was often tenuous.33 Sulu’s political economy from the mid-

eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries was driven by the region’s resources—

sago, bird’s nest, oil, agarwood, rattan, rice, gutta-percha, slaves, bezoar, camphor, 

 
29 Mallari; Majul, Muslims in the Philippines, 242ff.; Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’, 

235. 
30 Majul, Muslims in the Philippines, 243; see Dalrymple, Oriental Repertory, 1:575. 
31 Mallari, ‘The Eighteenth Century Tirones’, 310 citations omitted. 
32 Milner, Kerajaan, 18–20. 
33 Warren, The Sulu Zone, 84–92. 
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beeswax, gold, and so on—that were often provided by Tidung.34 By the nineteenth 

century, there is a more or less discrete district of Tirun at the south-western 

periphery of Sulu, encompassing the river systems Sebuku, Sembakung, Kayan and 

Berau. Subsequent permutations notwithstanding, this region is what the Dutch 

came to know as the Tidung Lands; that is, the Tidoengschelanden, currently the 

much smaller Tana Tidung administrative district of North Kalimantan. Taosug 

people travelled in Tirun for trade, and “many” settled in the district, positioning 

themselves as intermediaries, also further disseminating Islam. Titles were 

bestowed on local leaders, incorporating them into Sulu’s political system. 

Border contest is already foreshadowed in this context, as conflicting “claims to 

the rivers below the Sambakong [Sembakung] flared up frequently between the 

Taosug and Buginese in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, and were a 

constant source of opposition and frontier adjustments.”35 In this sense, the 

borderland of northeast Borneo preceded the European-made border.36 Since Sulu 

won out over the Bugis, it makes sense that J. Hunt remarked that “Burongan 

[Bulungan] carries on a considerable trade with Sulo [Sulu] and is governed by a 

chief from that island; it formerly belonged to Pasir”.37 From the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, Sulu “turned the governance of Bulungan over to carefully 

selected local leaders” and the latter “relied for prestige and authority on titles 

conferred by the Sultanate.”38 Bulungan thus consolidated its position as broker 

between the Tidung Lands and Sulu. 

Bulungan subsequently came to gain substantial independence from Sulu. J. 

Hageman thus noted in his 1855 paper that “tribute to Sulu seems to have stopped 

for 50 years” and that the “region is under eight chiefs, who are subject, and related, 

to Bulungan”.39 While Bulungan is scarcely mentioned in historical literature—

usually seen as meriting, at best, a reference to its insignificance—it was a real part 

of the Malay world’s network of aristocratic kinship and kingship. This much is 

clear not only from the connection with Sulu, which was one of the greatest states 

in Southeast Asian history, but from such facts as marriage connections with 

Sumatra’s Langkat (near Medan). 

The ascendance of Bulungan added a conflictual element to the Tidung Lands 

which has not dissipated to this day. The antagonism between Bulungan and its 

 
34 See also Memories van Overgave in Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van 

Kempe Valk, Tillema’, 325. 
35 Warren, The Sulu Zone, 86. 
36 cf. Korf and Raeymaekers, ‘Border, Frontier and the Geography of Rule at the Margins of the 

State’. 
37 Hunt, ‘Some Particulars Relating to Sulo’, a57; See also Hunt, ‘Sketch of Borneo’. 
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Tidung subjects appears in the early Dutch accounts; for example: 

In February 1849, the residents of three kampongs along the Sebuku River 

declared that they were not the subjects of Bulungan, but of Sulu. The sultan of 

Bulungan, however, expelled these Sebuku people to Atas, and since then the 

Sebuku river has remained uninhabited … This colony has also been driven out 

because people wanted the border to be free in Bulungan. This expulsion is only 

a mutual hostility, for in former times the Sulus and Bugis acted similarly in the 

presence of the princes of Berau, who had to relocate their seats relentlessly.40 

Yet, it was also reported that in 1849, Bulungan supported Sesayap Tidung in 

fending off what were described as Sulu and Iranun pirates. By this time, “direct 

trade between Sulu and Tidoeng is forbidden, and everything must go through 

Bulungan”.41 

M.H.A. Sitsen’s papers attest further to the Tidung view that they were forcefully 

incorporated into the ambit of Bulungan. Of the Bengawon—who feature as 

specifically “Tidung Bengawon” in Tidung oral histories—he writes that this “tribe, 

which fiercely resisted the supplication of Bulungan, has been completely scattered 

and merged with the other population.”42 The following passage, presumably 

referring to Raja Pandita, gives another example: 

There were originally several independent settlements of the Dayak tribe on the 

lower reaches of the great rivers and later also probably of the so-called Ulun 

Tidung. These settlements gradually came into the sphere of influence of the 

Bulungan Sultanate, either by violent means, or by politicians, or by marriages 

of Bulungan big ones with those from the aforementioned settlements. 

Originally, that influence of Bulungan was more a recognition of the mightier 

nature of that empire than a subordinate one to it, and until relatively few years 

ago it could happen that independent settlements resisted, but it is true that 

this is not achieved by arms but by sabotaging the orders issued by the Self-

Government. A final resistance of this nature was, I believe, committed by the 

tribe of the present inhabitants of Kampong Malinau, each settlement then even 

more up. I was told that the head … would even have had plans for armed 

resistance. A journey by the European administrative officer in Tanjung Selor 

together with the leader Datoe Mancoer put an end to this movement.43 

 
40 Dewall, ‘Aanteekeningen Omtrent de Noordoostkust van Borneo’. 
41 Dewall. 
42 Memories van Overgave in Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van Kempe 

Valk, Tillema’, 70. 
43 Memories van Overgave in Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van Kempe 

Valk, Tillema’. 
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Bulungan is often framed as a brutal coloniser in Tidung accounts. Pak Cik 

Ibrahim’s account of Tidung history summed up the period by saying that “those 

were the days of ruling with an iron fist.” These narratives—entirely typical in their 

depiction of life under Bulungan—suggest the preferability of the nation-states 

over Bulungan. Datu Fajar, whom I will discuss shortly, is vocally opposed to the 

nation-states, whereas Tidung have largely come to accept the nation-states that, 

at the same moment as they made themselves and their borders real, delivered 

people from Bulungan rule. What Okushima calls the “Sebuku document” gives a 

window into these dynamics: it has long been noted that Segai attacks in the 

Sebuku had a serious impact; the narrator in the text claims that the Segai were 

actually sent there on account of the Raja Muda of Bulungan.44 

So, the Tidung Lands were under Bulungan rule. While the Sultanate of 

Bulungan persisted in the region until the emergence of the nation-states, it was 

brought under Dutch rule prior to this emergence. Indeed, contemporary Tidung 

and Bulungan people alike recall apparently close ties between Bulungan and the 

Dutch; I will return to this point later. Bernard Sellato summarises the transition 

succinctly as follows: 

Politically, the sultanate progressively came under Dutch tutelage through 

successive agreements or contracts, each weakening it a bit more. After 

conquering Berau (1834) and getting Kutai to recognise their authority (1848), 

the Dutch signed a Politiek Contract with the Sultan of Bulungan (1850). A 

decree in 1877 allowed them to handle some of the sultanate’s affairs. In the late 

1880s the sultanate’s territory become officially part of the Dutch colonial 

empire and the Dutch had their say in the appointment of a new sultan.45 

The Dutch subsequently assisted with putting down several rebellions. The region 

went through several administrative permutations into the Indonesian period. The 

British North Borneo Company, on the other hand, came to acquire what would 

become Sabah through concessions in the nineteenth century, with the region 

eventually coming under the rule of the British colonial government. 

The Anglo-Dutch border in the region at hand was established through a series 

of consultations and agreements in the late nineteenth through early twentieth 

centuries.46 The border, based in part on the prior frontier between Bulungan and 

Sulu, was established formally through a convention in June 1891.47 I have 

 
44 Okushima, ‘Commentary on the Sebuku Document’. 
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46 For a broader view, see Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders. 
47 See, e.g., The National Archives, CO 531: Colonial Office: British North Borneo Original 
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mentioned that the borderland has taken the place of state frontiers which were 

contested even before the British and Dutch period. It is interesting to note, 

moreover, that, prior to this, H. von Dewall commented on the northern border as 

follows: 

There was a feeling in 1849 to set this point at … Sandakan Bay … [or] Paitan Bay 

or Sugut River … because this entire coast was only nominally tributary to Sulu 

and, rumour has it, previously belonged to Berau. … As Berau’s former 

dependency and because of the cession of the east coast by the princes of 

Banjarmasin, there was no reason against taking possession. However, the 

foreseeable complications, the remoteness from the coast, and the little hope 

for peaceful trade, could not justify a minor expansion or taking possession, 

without any other benefit beyond a further expansion of colour on the map.48 

Indeed, until the start of the twentieth century, the Dutch sentiment was that 

people in large parts of eastern Borneo were mere “nuisances.”49 While the region 

has hardly stopped being a nuisance, reading the assertion that territorial 

expansion was not worth the effort is almost shocking from a contemporary 

perspective. 

Exile is a recurring theme in these stories.50 Since the king is the “organising 

principle” of the Malay world, descriptions of the polity in the king’s absence 

emphasise extreme despair and disintegration. For those left behind, there is then 

an anticipatory, even millenarian, aspect of losing the king.51 The name of one of 

the exiled figures here is felicitous, as the Ratu Adil is a well-known Javanese 

millenarian figure that would establish a just rule in the wake of much 

destruction.52 Raja Pandita, for example, was exiled to what is now known as 

Tidung Island, a popular tourist destination off the coast of Jakarta. I will note 

several tangential references to this exile in the stories here, but my detailed 

materials are omitted because they do not contain the characteristic reflections on 

wealth. The reader is asked simply to keep in mind that wealth is a function of 

sovereignty and the implications of this for a discourse on lost wealth. 

Incorporation into the nations has to be explicated with reference to the decline of 

the pre-national political systems that the nation-states displaced, as both are 

achieved in the same moment. It is through this lens that I do so. 

The following story is again related to oil and concerns Datu Adil, who was 
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exiled in 1916. Datu Ali, a prominent Tidung figure living on Tarakan, asked the 

rhetorical question of why this happened and accounted for the events as follows: 

Regarding rights to the proceeds of oil drilling on Tarakan Island, this solely 

belonged to the king of Tarakan, who at that time was Datu Adil. This frightened 

other parties, primarily the Dutch government and the suzerain Bulungan 

sultanate, who worried that if these oil royalties were obtained by Datu Adil he 

would become a strong king, and this was politically dangerous at the time. … 

[There were also] attitudes among the residents of the Tarakan kingdom that 

were not cooperative with the Dutch government; among others, regarding the 

Dutch policy that established a tax called belasting [Dutch, “tax”], that is, a head 

tax … Datu Adil did not agree with belasting. However, there was a village head 

[pembakal] in the territory of the Tarakan kingdom who secretly levied belasting 

in his territory, yet the proceeds of the levy were never deposited until this was 

exposed. So, by extension, Datu Adil was considered involved because this 

occurred within the territory of the Tarakan kingdom. … Officially, legally, Datu 

Adil was exiled because of this belasting issue. 

The indigenous court convicted Datu Adil and Datu Jemalul. The antagonistic 

relation to Bulungan is again supported by the fact that Dutch administrators 

actually had the sentence downgraded from ten to five years’ duration before they 

were willing to ratify it. Datu Adil later wrote from his exile in Manado, Sulawesi, 

noting his poverty and requesting a “share of the profits or revenue from the 

kerosene well on Tarakan island; because Tarakan island is an inheritance from my 

late father Datoe Maoelana the Radja of Tarakan, according to the rules of adat 

regarding land; that, because of that, is already officially recognised by Seri 

Padoeka Kandjeng Goebernemen Hindia Wolandawi [i.e., the Netherlands].”53 

Despite this apparent deference, Datu Ali mentioned an important point (which, 

though it might exist in the historical record, I have not found): 

The one who clearly showed [an anti-Dutch] attitude was Datu Jemalul. 

Reputedly, at the time he had already prepared a kind of armed group—a kind 

of militia—in Sulu … because Sulu is not far, but was not in the colonial territory 

of the Dutch. … However, there was never a chance for this to be done, because 

the Dutch already knew about the preparations, they conspired to bring about 

the belasting incident. 

Again there is an articulation of these dynamics with the borderland due to the 

specific character of the Tidung Lands. 

It is well known that the Japanese colonisation of the archipelago in the second 

 
53 Letter in possession of author. 



60 

 

World War, by displacing the Dutch, opened the space for the independence of 

the Republic of Indonesia. The Japanese period was significant, but the passage of 

time has meant that few alive today can remember it clearly. Certainly, Tarakan, 

with its oil, was an important site in the Japanese expansion in 1942. Australian 

forces took over the island in 1945. The Tawau region, like much of British North 

Borneo, was devastated.54 The newly independent nation-states thus came about 

in the mid-twentieth century; revolutionary Indonesia first, and, latterly, Malaysia, 

through decolonisation rather than revolution. 

The Confrontation (Konfrontasi) was a conflict between Indonesia and the new 

Malaysia lasting the years 1963-66.55 The conflict was driven in the main by the 

opposition of the Indonesian government to the formation of Malaysia upon the 

withdrawal of the British. Violent conflict occurred along the border in Borneo 

which marked the limits of these new nation-states, as the East Malaysian states 

were incorporated into Malaysia. The rise of Soeharto led to the end of the 

Confrontation, with military attention directed elsewhere. 

The Tawau-Nunukan region was seriously affected by the Confrontation. 

Kalabakan, in fact, is one of the more important eastern sites because of the death 

of fighters for Malaysia there.56 Tidung men on both sides were recruited for the 

military as volunteers and staff.57 The memory of this service can be seized on to 

claim that people have suffered to defend the nation that has left them behind.58  

The regionally infamous Bultiken incident, the naming of which I will explain 

below, occurred in the context of the Confrontation. The events were part of the 

decline of East Kalimantese aristocracies at the time in general. Burhan Magenda 

summarises the events well: 

In April 1964, he [Soeharjo] reportedly found a document which appeared to 

prove that the Bulungan aristocracy had ties to Malaysia, in that it stated that 

these aristocrats would proclaim merger with Sabah, Malaysia. … Soeharjo 

feared that the Bulungan aristocrats could well become Malaysia’s ‘fifth column’ 

should the British troops attack Indonesia as was widely rumored. His fear was 

shared by the commander of Tarakan naval station, Lieutenant Colonel 

Sudirman. Their common objective was to establish a strong frontier in 

Bulungan … . The discovery of arms in the former palace of the Sultan in the 

third week of April 1964 provided the pretext for the purge of the Bulungan 
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aristocrats, although there had previously been doubts about the truth of 

allegations concerning their loyalty. On April 24, Soeharjo ordered his troops 

stationed in Tanjung Selor to arrest all members of the Bulungan aristocracy. 

The aristocrats were separated into several groups. All the male members were 

put into one group and into one boat, while the women and children were 

placed in a separate boat. … Off the shore of Tarakan, all of them, about 30 

persons in total, were gunned down by their own guards from Kodim [Komando 

Distrik Militer, District Military Command] Bulungan. Their bodies were 

thrown into the sea. … Within the immediate family of Sultan Bulungan, only 

two sons survived because they had been able to escape at the time of the 

arrests. They fled to Sabah.59 

The whole affair was unexceptional for its time. Nationalists opposed both the 

Europeans and the aristocrats, and other movements against national 

incorporation arose throughout the archipelago. 

In this section, I have briefly explored some aspects of the political history of the 

Tidung Lands which are important for my overall focus in this thesis. I have done 

so by examining some secondary and primary (oral and written) sources. I have 

illustrated how the relatively autonomous people of the Tidung Lands became 

increasingly incorporated into the ambit of surrounding states from the eighteenth 

century. 

 

Bultiken’s legacy 

In this section, I consider the legacy of the destruction of the Bulungan sultanate 

to the present. I focus on the story of a Bulungan aristocrat who survived the 

destruction, and vernacular reflections on his subsequent activities. In doing so, I 

show how a national order of things has come to be widely accepted in the region. 

To discuss the legacy of Bultiken here, I draw on discussions with, and notes 

given to me by, Datu Fajar, a Bulungan aristocrat who avoided being killed in the 

Bultiken events, along with one of his wives. The notes are largely a brief account 

of Datu Fajar’s life. They shed a good deal of light on the Bulungan-Malaysia 

collaboration in relation to Bultiken. There are other telling features among the 

notes, including a map of a “Bulungan Darulaman” roughly coterminous with the 

contemporary North Kalimantan. The map was made after 2007 or so because it 

includes Tana Tidung with the distinctive spelling (cf. tanah). In the map is a 

border that continues past the east coast of Sebatik: precisely Indonesia’s claim 

that the International Court of Justice rejected.60 Most strikingly, this Bulungan is 
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filled with various topographical details with all neighbouring states labelled but 

otherwise left blank. These neighbouring territories consist of Sabah, Sarawak—

and the Republic of Indonesia. This image summarises well his attitude toward the 

nation-states. I turn now to the story. 

Datu Fajar was born in 1940 in the palace in Tanjung Palas. He went to school 

in Tanjung Palas for six years, and in 1952 to 1956 attended middle school in 

Tarakan. Approaching 1957, he was sent to Malang to continue his studies through 

to 1960. In 1961, he started a company named Bulungan Soap and a company 

raising cattle for sending milk from Malang alongside his older brothers. At the 

start of 1962, a relative visited Tawau for trade. During this visit, he met with an 

intelligence officer from the Special Branch (Cawangan Khas), and the latter 

explained that he should inform his eldest brother and have him taken to Tawau 

because of a “very urgent situation.” Datu Fajar’s relative came from Tawau straight 

to Tarakan and reported this incident to a senior aristocrat; the latter ordered Datu 

Fajar to Tawau. Datu Fajar was still in Malang and the security conditions were 

rather serious. He made a plan and left for Tawau around June 1963. On arrival, he 

found that the officer had already been reassigned to Jesselton (contemporary Kota 

Kinabalu), but was able to meet his replacement who worked for the Special 

Branch in Tawau. The result of this meeting was the establishment of cooperation 

between Bulungan and Malaysia to face the Confrontation. From the end of 1963 

to June 1964, Datu Fajar was tasked with guarding against the movement of the 

Indonesian military along what he calls the “Tawau-Bulungan border.” 

During Bultiken, Datu Fajar was apparently not in the area. He later assisted 

refugees from Bulungan in Tawau. While Magenda put the number of dead at 

thirty people, he also noted that aristocratic sources tended to cite much higher 

numbers. Datu Fajar mentions dozens of aristocrats including many of his close 

kin, as well as hundreds of commoners. The troops, Datu Fajar notes, “looted all 

historical artifacts [sic.]” in the palace; or, as Amir Hamzah put it in his manuscript 

on Tidung history, the “army came in and out of the palace, taking much treasure 

and things inside the palace, as if a band of robbers in uniform”.61 Some of these 

treasures were the sacred heirlooms (pusaka) that shored up Bulungan’s 

sovereignty: Datu Fajar specifically notes that inside the palace was “classic 

Chinese furniture as well as treasures of artistic and cultural” value. He further lists 

the “assets owned” by the sultan: “bullion and foreign currency in the Dutch bank 

ABN AMRO; USD accounts in the UBS bank, Switzerland; deposit accounts in 

HSBC around the world; investments in the Shell Oil company.” Indeed, as I have 

shown, the vast wealth attributed to Bulungan is treated as largely stemming from 
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the oil reserves. 

The break from the sultanate to national rule was thus effected by the 

ransacking of the palace and the massacre of the aristocrats. This incident is 

strongly reminiscent of the ending of several Tidung stories, in which the order of 

things ends as smashed Chinese vases are forever left at the site of the story. 

Considering how people maintain relationships with ancestors at their graves, that 

the bodies were thrown into the sea and lost is further indication of the severity of 

this rupture.62 Implicit here is not just loss, however, but an appropriation of 

sultanate power by the Indonesian nation-state. The wealth was not destroyed, but 

taken away by representatives of the new state, taking their state-making power 

with them, as with the other narratives presented in this chapter.63 Hence Datu 

Fajar’s claim that Indonesia’s declaration of independence—meaning also the 

removal of the Dutch from the region “without a proper handing over”—led to 

Bulungan’s “chaos” and “destruction.” Repeatedly stressed here, as in the Tidung 

accounts, is the good relationship between Bulungan and the Dutch, including a 

longer reflection on the significance of the sultan accepting a title from and holding 

a festival for the queen. The loss of Bulungan sovereignty is inextricable from the 

withdrawal of the Dutch after reoccupation which “severed” the links between the 

two. Bultiken was a sort of cosmic ratification of this severance since—as Datu 

Fajar lamented to me—not just people, but any “evidence” of wealth and 

sovereignty was lost in the destruction. 

In the same month as Bultiken, Datu Fajar was called to Kuala Lumpur to meet 

some extremely senior political and security figures. In the middle of May 1965, he 

took thirty-five Bulungan, Tidung and Kenyah tribal leaders to Sunggala Camp in 

Port Dickson to be trained in guerrilla tactics by the British and Malaysians. They 

established a camp back on Borneo. In September 1965, they were assigned to the 

border at Pensiangan with British military forces. In December 1965, he was called 

to Kuala Lumpur and assigned the new task of monitoring the movements of the 

Indonesian Marine Corps (Korps Komando Operasi) along the border from the 

mainland to Sebatik, through to the end of Confrontation.64 

The origin of the term “Bultiken” is often considered a mystery in the region. A 

great many Tidung and Bulungan people maintain that the term has something to 

do with the ethnic groups Bulungan, Tidung and Kenyah since it is common to 

form acronyms in this way in Indonesian Malay. The key point of difference is 

whether or not such an organisation actually existed. The account given so far has 

been rather more specific, suggesting a set of loose associations between a 
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collaboration between Bulungan, Tidung and Kenyah leaders, the destruction of 

the sultanate, and the idea of collaborating with the new Malaysia. In the memories 

of those in Indonesia, Bultiken has become associated with the Communist Party 

of Indonesia. A relatively obscure version has it that the military were communists, 

but most Tidung accounts have it the other way around. From a Malinau-centric 

text, one reads the usual explanation of this period it describes as oppressive: the 

“community of Malinau City was worried about the presence of Bulungan’s 

Subversive Movement (Gerakan Subversip), and behind the Subversive event was 

the PKI [Communist Party of Indonesia]”. “Not only that,” it continues, “but there 

was another incident that involved the community of Malinau Kota and surrounds, 

namely accusations of involvement in the G30S/PKI [30 September Movement/ 

Communist Party of Indonesia]”. So it is that people on the Indonesian side have 

come to see the communists as animating this aristocratic movement in a narrative 

that bears striking similarities to the birth of the New Order that, indeed, signalled 

the end of the Confrontation. The events are routinely described as having induced 

a collective trauma that persists to the present, and sometimes as limiting older 

people’s interest in engaging with representatives of the state.65  

Bultiken thus established the key historical precedent for a local version of 

“joining” (bergabung) Malaysia. This fantasy is central even to contemporary 

political discourse in the Kalimantese borderlands.66 Despite Indonesia’s earlier 

independence, only in the Bultiken moment was the question of Bulungan’s 

encompassing nation-state settled definitively. The most controversial question in 

regional public discourse has been whether or not Bulungan did, in fact, try to align 

itself with the Federation during the Confrontation. If the aristocrats did forge an 

alliance with the emerging Federation, it would be a case of what Benedict 

Anderson called “attaching oneself to the new order as it emerges.”67 Yet, such a 

gesture, if it did occur—and I am going further than the extant literature to suggest 

that there is reason to believe that it did—was quashed in the destruction. 

Bulungan’s loss was Indonesia’s gain, and for many contemporary Tidung people 

whom I have known, this outcome was proper; they have become attached to the 

new order of nations. 

Overdetermining this conclusion is the sentiment that Bulungan was not a 

rightful ruler of Tidung in the first place; hence, the succinct Tidung explanation 

that the incident stemmed from “karma.” The Tidung accounts often have it that 

the wealth of Bultiken was unjustly expropriated from Tidung. The issue of the end 

of Bulungan sovereignty is thus one step removed from the issue of the end of 
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Tidung autonomy and sovereignty. The end of Pak Cik Ibrahim’s account of Tidung 

history has Europeans reviewing the postcolonial situation: 

When the Dutch and British inquired into history, it was correct: surely that 

person [Bulungan] was not fit to rule that kingdom, such that he oppressed and 

killed the communities there. His greed ruined and annihilated him. So, the 

Dutch and British recognised that he was not fit and was to be removed. On 

removal, Indonesia was already independent, and it was confirmed that he had 

no recognition, to the present. 

Thus in Tidung accounts there is an ambivalent attitude toward the Bultiken affair: 

on the one hand, the violent end put to what remained of the pre-national order is 

often treated as traumatic; on the other hand, Bulungan is treated as getting what 

it deserved. Such narratives typically have a striking lack of closure, their endings 

consisting merely in the death of Bulungan and the birth of the nation-states. What 

they do is bring us up to the point of living memory and then “conclude” with an 

absence or negativity, or at least in an open-ended manner. 

Datu Fajar has since lived in the Tawau region, scarcely returning to the 

Indonesian side. Since 1966, he has occassionally assisted the Special Branch. In 

1975, he was contacted by Indonesia’s Consul Attaché in Tawau who asked for a 

letter of attestation from the Bulungan Sultanate to the effect that the islands 

Ligitan and Sipadan had been in its territory and thus became Indonesia’s, for 

which he and his brother were offered five million ringgit. Rejecting the offer, he 

reported it afterwards to the Special Branch in Kota Kinabalu. (Note that it is 

indeed the case that the regional political history I discuss in this chapter was a 

major focus of the Ligitan and Sipadan case.68) From 1989 to 1991, he assisted 

Military Intelligence Officers to monitor the United Sabah Party (Parti Bersatu 

Sabah) with regard to their aspiration to Sabahan secession. Alongside his wife, he 

was also assigned to the Philippines for a few months to negotiate with the New 

People’s Army, the armed wing of the Communist Party of the Philippines. 

He is, however, most famous for pursuing the wealth lost in the Bultiken 

incident and, therefore, the lost sovereignty. He has continued to make inquiries 

and trips—to the Netherlands, for example—with the goal of having this lost 

wealth returned. In Datu Fajar’s notes, a “significance” is found in him visiting the 

Netherlands and his passport not being stamped at immigration. When he “asked 

an ex-officer who once served in Bulungan and happened to meet his late father as 

to why … he was told … ‘Please Datu, do not misunderstand them, your wife and 

 
68 Merrills, ‘Sovereignty over Pulau Ligitan and Pulau Sipadan’; Sodik, ‘The Outermost Small Islands 

of the Indonesian Archipelago’; Husain, ‘Memandang Perbatasan Laut Sebatik’; Lumenta, ‘Proses 

Finalisasi Perbatasan Hindia-Belanda - North Borneo’. 
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your passport were not being endorsed because your wife and your status are the 

same as your late father’ to which he checked the passport of his late father when 

he visited Dutch in 1938 and true enough there was also no endorsement or stamp 

marked on it.” At stake in the issue of a renewed territorial sovereignty, moreover, 

is the international border. The imagined old territory spans what is now divided 

by the border; thus the questions of losing and re-gaining sovereignty are 

necessarily questions of the imposition and dissolution of the border. 

I have discussed the significance of lost wealth, indexing lost sovereignty, in 

these accounts generally and in the specific case of Bultiken. I turn now to examine 

the refraction of Datu Fajar’s story throughout the Tidung world, how it can inform 

notions of lost sovereignty, and how vernacular reflections on these matters leave 

open a space not only for acquiescence to the national order of things but, 

eventually, for the cultivation of the latter, that is, seeking the nation-state. I note 

in the first place that the theme of lost wealth is by no means a regional curiosity. 

Stories of the lost wealth of sovereigns—especially Soekarno—appear regularly in 

Indonesian newspapers and books, as animating new religious movements on Java, 

in excited rumours, and so on. The themes are similar in every instance: a 

mysterious high-level agreement; the involvement of international financial 

institutions; a connection to prominent Western nation-states and 

intergovernmental organisations; national development as a function of the 

wealth; severance of a connection between the wealth and its owner through 

violent betrayal; and millenarian speculation over the effects of returning the 

wealth.  

This said, it is crucial here to return to the question of lost wealth which I first 

raised in the previous chapter in relation to the dissemination of Datu Fajar’s story 

throughout the region. Consider, for example, the following exchange between 

myself (NB), Hajah Siti (HS) and her son (P). 

P:  Bulungan has no king, the king—actually comes from Tidung. 

HS:  They wanted to take—swap, the Tidung king with Bulungan. 

P:  So this, right, them with the old coloniser, the Dutch, conspired [main, 

literally, played] with them in Bulungan so that Bulungan was the one that 

became king. They wanted to get rid of Tidung’s king, because Tidung’s king 

didn’t want—they had a meeting and didn’t get along, Tidung didn’t agree, 

the Dutch had—they wanted this and that, but Tidung didn’t want that. In 

the end— 

HS:  Tidung wasn’t installed. … They swapped them, right. Bulungan has no king. 

It’s Tidung that has a king. 

P:  Because of that, goes the story, what’s in the Netherlands, the wealth 
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[harta], Tidung owns it, not Bulungan. … Have you ever heard of that wealth 

in the Netherlands? 

NB:  I have. … 

P:  It—there—at that time there was a lot of oil because it was over there, right, 

in Indon, but Tidung own that region. … Have you ever heard a name here, 

his name is Datu Fajar? 

NB:  I have. 

P:  You have? Now, that’s who’s said to be the sultan of Bulungan’s child, right. 

So, he’s been the one to go to claim in the Netherlands. He went to the 

Netherlands with that Korean—took with him his Korean associate who 

funded him, went to the Netherlands. They made a claim to the wealth in 

the Netherlands, but the Dutch, they said: “Bulungan doesn’t own it.” They 

wanted to find who had Tidung descent, too. 

HS:  It’s Tidung’s. … If you look for that and get it, oh, you’d be rich. 

P:  Because one time I saw a Javanese person who gave us a letter about the 

wealth [certification of deposit, etc., i.e., surat harta]. There’s a company, 

and ten people protect it—ten lawyers protect it, there’s a company, and its 

name is—like the sort of company that lawyers have, over there in the 

Netherlands. That wealth, ten lawyers protect it, that wealth. It was a 

Javanese who gave me that! … He gave us a letter which was in English, right, 

it said there that that wealth is not in the billions: trillions. They said that 

even Sabah itself could be bought with that money, that’s how much it is. 

But now it can’t be claimed because Tidung don’t know who—since so many 

people say they are of that ancestry, so there’s no evidence [bukti]. 

HS:  You’d want it to be written so that the ancestry is known. 

P:  So that stuff, if you truly want it, all of the evidence is in Brunei. Brunei, 

right mum? … Meanwhile, there’s yet more Tidung wealth in Brunei. That 

was why, as discussed earlier, mum was taken to Brunei that time. 

This exchange is a fine example of how the knowledge of lost wealth and 

sovereignty in relation to Datu Fajar circulates (especially as the discussion was not 

prompted by me). There is the very oscillation between Datu Fajar’s project and 

the analogous histories of lost wealth that I have been describing, both in that there 

is an explicit comparison, and their shared logic is assumed. Not only have I shown 

that Datu Fajar’s wealth would re-establish Bulungan (according to the Bulungan 

accounts), but the most telling remark here is that Sabah—which is not a putatively 

ancient polity—could literally be “bought” with the wealth. 

Pervasive references to evidence or proof, such as in the above discussion, bring 

out the relational character of this discourse. To simply know for oneself that 
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something is true is not sufficient. Rather, references to evidence conjure an other 

for whom evidence needs to be furnished. This other is usually a representative of 

a European state. The question of proving genealogies, I suggest, is key to 

understanding an egalitarian ethos among Tidung that has been acknowledged but 

insufficiently contextualised in the literature.69 This ethos is produced partly out 

of what Shelly Errington, writing of the “secrecy of genealogies” in South Sulawesi, 

calls “systematic forgetting.”70 Rather than a pre-given hierarchy, the narrator’s 

interest is in the constitutive moments of establishing or suppressing hierarchy. 

Egalitarianism is not antithetical to precedence or “hierarchy” but is contingent on 

contest over the latter. The genealogies are unclear, there is “no proof” and much 

confusion, so everyone is on the same level. The putatively rightful order of things, 

in which authority lies with the king, cannot be re-established. Tidung precedence 

in relation to the nation-states implies the political legitimacy of the former over 

the latter, but the actualisation of this—the institution of Tidung authority over 

the nation-states—cannot be achieved. The entirety of Tidung political discourse 

militates thus against the possibility of forming, for example, a coherent social 

movement; Mika Okushima was correct to say that people tend to be “indifferent 

to corporate activities” that “involve social organization larger than close 

relatives”.71 The following example is instructive. 

Ahmad is an elderly Salimbatu Tidung man who now lives in Selumit, on 

Tarakan.72 Born in the Dutch period, he has sayyid ancestry (that is, claimed 

descent from the prophet Muhammad), but more immediately via Sulu. His story 

is in no way atypical: 

We’re all family, but nobody knows who I am. I’ve become a drifter [orang 

hanyut]. Where am I from? What is my lineage? Nobody knows. Many from over 

there look for me. Six people came when Datu Fajar returned to Bulungan in 

2003 to ask to be installed as sultan to succeed his father: two from the 

Philippines; two from Malaysia; two from Brunei; then the two of them who led 

them all here. … Upon reaching Bulungan, people didn’t want to accept him. 

“You can become sultan if you want, but the sultanate at Salimbatu must be 

restored,” said [a datu]. He was scared and went back with nothing. Twice this 

has happened. So, the two Filipinos looked in the mayor’s office …. “Who 

knows?” they said, “There might be descendants of [Ahmad’s ancestors].” 

Nobody knew. The stupidity of my son-in-law was that he didn’t understand 

this. He came home at midday, and we ate facing each other in the kitchen. [The 

 
69 Beech, The Tidong Dialects of Borneo; Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’. 
70 Errington, Meaning and Power, 226. 
71 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’, 239. 
72 See Chapter 4. 
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son-in-law explains what is happening at the office.] “So did you tell them?” 

asked his wife [Ahmad’s daughter]. “I don’t know who it is.” “This person you’re 

eating with, who do you think this is?” she replied. He quickly finished eating 

and went to see Datu Fajar’s younger brother, who said, “There are no 

descendants of [Ahmad’s ancestors] here; they are in Bulungan.” They all left for 

Bulungan. … In the whole of Tanjung Palas, Tanjung Selor and Kampung Arab, 

nobody knew. Despite the fact that people from the Philippines are in 

Salimbatu, Bulungan knows nothing. In the end, they thought that the person 

was nowhere to be found. They asked about the datu’s grave, and were told that 

it is in Salimbatu. 200 million rupiah73 they left with them. … The datu graves 

were fixed up and given houses of four-by-four metres with shingled roofs, and 

then a cement road was made [to the site on a hill overlooking Salimbatu]. 

Within a year the hill [partially] collapsed, nearly crushing the new mosque in 

Salimbatu; the top was full, and the pulpit was hit. When I went to Salimbatu, 

then people told me, “Grandfather, a ketulahan [curse; misfortune brought on 

by one’s own actions] has come, what is yours has been taken.” “Hey,” I said, 

“stop talking, shut your mouths; that’s a king, and who are we?” 

Ahmad privately undermines Datu Fajar’s claim before publicly insisting on its 

validity. This “need for secrecy stems from the double dilemma of challenge and 

vulnerability”, both of which appear above.74 The “stupidity” of the son-in-law in 

relation to Ahmad is contrasted dramatically with the intimacy of them eating 

together.75 Yet, Ahmad repeatedly contradicts his claim that “nobody knows” his 

genealogy with his actual stories and references to deliberate concealment. Ahmad 

and the numerous others who engage in this dance of concealment and 

revelation—including the other figures in his story—are not representing the 

confusion but producing it. No proof, nobody knows, the old people are gone: all 

so many speech acts that need to be treated as such. 

The properly entitled and powerful do not boast and make loud claims.76 They 

do not seek to prove themselves in the eyes of others. Rather, they work with a sort 

of “way of the paddy” (ilmu padi), whereby the more they have, the lower they bow. 

It is not in the nature of the properly powerful to pursue power, and the idea of 

“exercising” power is an oxymoron. Ahmad says: 

I’m not boasting [membangga diri]. Many people claim to be my sibling or 

cousin. They’re not wrong: siblings from Nabi Adam. Say you’re my boss. I take 

 
73 ≈ AUD $20,000. 
74 Errington, Meaning and Power, 223. 
75 see Carsten, The Heat of the Hearth. 
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care of you, even as you order me around day and night. You order my father 

around. There’s someone to get your timber and your chickens. That’s what the 

old people were like … It’s just that we’re no longer like that because things are 

equal now [rata sudah]. So, the old person … would say, ‘the gecko licks the 

grave; the coconut shell rises to the dining tray’ [cicak menjilat kubur, 

tempurung naik ke tabak]. 

As in Anderson’s interpretation of the Javanese case, the “man of real Power does 

not have to raise his voice nor give overt orders”.77 Those who pursue power are, 

ipso facto, not powerful. Hence the statements people make that imply an inverse 

relationship between the prevalence of people’s claiming to be of the correct 

genealogy and the possibility of finally understanding the correct genealogy with 

the goal of consolidating power. The integrity of the rightful claimant would 

preclude them from ever pursuing it. As my friend Putera in Tideng Pale would 

often note, the ideal is to be “fainthearted” and concerned with the afterlife 

(akhirat) rather than with this earthly life (dunia).78 

The crux is in the final exchange. The ketulahan, a sign of Datu Fajar’s 

illegitimacy, does not present the possibility of Ahmad consolidating his own 

authority.79 It presents the possibility of having no king. The incident is 

reminiscent of the Banjar Chronicles when—concerned about the inevitable 

disaster that would afflict himself and his subjects if he continued to be recognised 

as king despite not having the proper lineage—the ruler installs two wooden idols 

as king and queen.80 It is this apparently ambivalent orientation to power with 

which scholars of international borderlands and Southeast Asian political cultures 

alike have grappled. These people are among many when they confer upon Datu 

Fajar merely, in the words of Pierre Clastres, noncoercive power.81 This at the same 

time as they recognise the coercive power of the nation-states. 

Ahmad’s story clearly expresses a theme that pervades the narratives of this 

chapter: the national order of things has allowed for the actualisation of a formerly 

curtailed egalitarian tendency. The imbalance between centre and periphery is 

accompanied by a flattening of traditional hierarchy within the peripheral zone. 

Tragic as it has been, the rise of the nation has opened up certain opportunities, 

and even comes to be desirable. 

The foregoing examples have sketched out an important point. Datu Fajar’s 
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concrete efforts toward pursuing compensation have not just been elaborated out 

of an articulation of vernacular political theory with individual biography. They 

have also rippled throughout the Tidung Lands, almost forcing any discussion of 

the topic to engage with the Datu Fajar question. As should be clear, there is a 

reason that people are so captivated by his project. But his project is assumed to 

be doomed and, given the resentment held toward Bulungan, this is seen as just. 

Since there can no longer be any Tidung kingdom either, and the prospect of being 

without a king is abominable, the nation-states present the most preferable 

alternative. There is this acquiescence an opening for people to seek the nation-

state. 

In this section, I have explored the destruction of the Bulungan sultanate and 

the legacy of this destruction. I have done so especially by focusing on the story of 

Datu Fajar and its refraction throughout the Tidung Lands. This example has 

illustrated how a national order of things might be seen by Tidung people as the 

most preferable among several plausible historical alternatives. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often suggested that borderland peoples are 

sceptical of a national order of things, at least in part due to their understanding 

of the history of borders. As I highlighted in the introductory chapter, however, 

borderlands might also be treated as a vantage point from which to observe how 

people seek the nation-state. In this chapter, I have deepened this view by 

exploring historical narratives that directly and indirectly relate to the national 

border. 

I have presented an analysis of state formation and decline in Tidung and 

Bulungan discourses of “history.” First, I considered the interpretation of the 

historical narratives at hand. I focused on vernacular stories of the consolidation 

and decline of sovereignty in relation to wealth. In doing so, I showed how these 

approaches to history can be mobilised to interpret the events discussed 

throughout the chapter. Secondly, I considered some important aspects of the 

political history of the Tidung Lands through to the mid-twentieth century. I 

focused on the various claims to this region over time as it consistently lay at the 

territorial interstices of various states. In doing so, I showed how the relatively 

autonomous people of the Tidung Lands became increasingly incorporated into 

the ambit of surrounding states from the eighteenth century. Thirdly, I considered 

the legacy of the destruction of the Bulungan sultanate to the present. I focused on 

the story of a Bulungan aristocrat who survived the destruction, and vernacular 

reflections on his subsequent activities. In doing so, I showed how a national order 

of things has come to be widely accepted in the region. 



72 

 

I have shown that the transition to a national order of things was effected during 

the borderland Confrontation period—especially in the destruction of the 

Bulungan sultanate—in such a way that the nation-states did not emerge as 

fundamentally different from the pre-national states. In advancing this analysis, I 

have argued that the transition to this national order of things has implicitly come 

to be considered the most preferable among several plausible alternatives. It 

follows that seeking the nation-state has come to be seen in a largely positive, if 

ambivalent, light. The chapter has thus supported my overall argument by 

elucidating seeking the state from the margins within the terms of vernacular 

historicity, in contrast to the notion of a novel imposition of state categories that 

warrants resistance.
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3. Two brothers 

In the previous chapter, I demonstrated that the emerging national order of things 

was neither escapable nor, ultimately, undesirable. I did not, however, consider 

how people strived to incorporate themselves into their nations, rather than being 

merely compelled to do so by force. To do so, in this chapter, I consider more active 

forms of seeking out the state after the Confrontation. 

I present an analysis of the life histories of two Sembakung Tidung brothers—

each on one side of the Indonesia-Malaysia border—who came to position 

themselves as brokers between their settlements and the nation-states. I show that 

relations between these communities and the nation-states newly theirs were 

forged through such brokerage. In advancing this analysis, I argue that people, 

presupposing the goodness of having a state, sought to establish positive relations 

with the nation-states in the absence of a meaningful impetus from the central 

government. It follows that illegality and seeking the state are compatible, since 

the brothers’ lives and ways of establishing these relations were inextricable from 

illegal activities (that is, activities which violate state law according to at least some 

actors within the field at hand). The chapter thus supports my overall argument by 

laying to rest the common assumption that borderland “transgression” militates 

against the possibility of seeking the state, clearing the space for the rest of the 

thesis to unfold. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider the life history of Pak Cik 

Ibrahim, a Malaysian citizen in Kalabakan, Sabah. I focus on how Pak Cik Ibrahim 

came to leverage his position in the civil service to expand citizenship 

preferentially to people in the Kalabakan area and, occasionally, across the border. 

In doing so, I show that these people became citizens voluntarily, rather than 

necessarily, and thus sought the nation-state. Secondly, I consider the life history 

of Haji Abdullah, a dual citizen based in Sungai Fatimah, North Kalimantan. I focus 

on how Haji Abdullah came to leverage his emerging economic distinction to 

appeal for government expansion to Sungai Fatimah, largely in the form of 

“development.” In doing so, I show that collective hardship was explicable with 

reference to the absence of the state and could be attenuated by drawing the state 

in, thus warranting seeking the state. Thirdly, I consider the two life histories 

together. I focus on how the brothers’ seeking of their nation-states was consistent 

with their involvement in the illegality characteristic of borderlands. In doing so, I 

cast doubt on the common claim in the literature that the transgressive character 

of borderland life is threatening to the state. 

 

Getting ICs 

In this section, I consider the life history of Pak Cik Ibrahim, a Malaysian citizen in 
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Kalabakan, Sabah. I focus on how Pak Cik Ibrahim came to leverage his position in 

the civil service to expand citizenship preferentially to people in the Kalabakan 

area and, occasionally, across the border. In doing so, I show that these people 

became citizens voluntarily, rather than necessarily, and thus sought the nation-

state; I also examine why they did so. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim is a Malaysian citizen who was born in 1959 in Tanjung Panjang 

on the Kalimantese side of the Sembakung River. At three years old, he was taken 

to Kalabakan with his family. This timeframe has Pak Cik Ibrahim as born in 

Indonesia but plausibly living across the border immediately before the 

incorporation of the East Malaysian states into the federation. The immediate 

cause of this relocation was that his parents could not bear the transboundary 

floods affecting the area.1 By 1963 they had made a small house in Kalabakan. 

In 1963, the Confrontation came to Kalabakan, during which people were 

“shocked by a war [in which] Indonesia attacked Malaysia.” Pak Cik Ibrahim 

suggests that the experience of the Confrontation and the Japanese occupation left 

people traumatised and afraid of government representatives. His claims are 

echoed by others in Kalabakan, including Pak Cik Taufiq, who is properly one of 

the “old people” of Kalabakan, and with whom I spent much time together with 

Pak Cik Ibrahim.2 During the Japanese period, Pak Cik Taufiq explained, the 

government wanted to assemble “everyone,” by which he meant both “the Tidung 

and the Murut,” for a large festival. Their actual intent, however, was to “kill off 

everyone.” Somehow, people found out in advance and fled. Avoiding state 

violence, they “lived in the middle of the wilderness,” as Pak Cik Ibrahim put it. 

Tidung generally resent living in the forest beyond the extent necessary, so this 

comment emphasises the suffering of the time. When it was safe, they returned to 

Kalabakan and “in the end became runaways in their own country.” Similar stories 

of narrowly escaping a Japanese massacre circulate in Merotai, and the Japanese 

period is remembered in both Sabah and Kalimantan as one of immense cruelty.  

This trauma remained thereafter, informing responses to when people were 

encouraged to formalise their citizenship when teams arrived in the late 1960s, or 

even when offered food aid. People were, apparently, also concerned that they 

would be conscripted if they enrolled for an “IC,” the common Malaysian term and 

abbreviation for the national identity card. A significant number of people in 

Kalabakan were, on this view, left as “not Indonesian citizens and also not 

Malaysian citizens.” Further, when these teams came, it was sometimes the case 

that residents had left for the sea or forest for extended periods of time. The role 

of trade in livelihoods demanded long trips away, for months at a time, with no 

 
1 See Chapter 7. 
2 See Chapter 6. 
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means of communication. Regardless of their home village, life histories of older 

people, especially men, frequently refer to these extended trips (for example, Haji 

Abdullah’s story below). The idea that a significant number of people might have 

been absent at a given time is entirely plausible. So, many did not make ICs. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim endorses the classical borderland notion of a “split” ethnic 

group. This idea suggests that when the border was effectively brought into 

being—during Confrontation rather than due to the treaty—whoever was in 

Indonesia became Indonesian, and whoever was in Malaysia became Malaysian. 

This endorsement is maintained notwithstanding the fact that the history of his 

own family complicates such an idea. Because people were “split” (dibelah), then, 

he does not consider them to have erred by being stateless in Malaysia; it was, 

rather, the states that erred, for example, through their inadequate recognition of 

people. Because of this, he feels sorry for them. Pak Cik Taufiq notes that those 

who did not make ICs early on came to regret it. 

In the mid-1960s, both Tidung and Murut residents of the old Kalabakan were 

resettled in a government-provided planned settlement. This scheme is 

comparable to Indonesian resettlement schemes.3 The main area of contemporary 

Kalabakan is, therefore, simply called “the planned settlement” (rancangan) in 

everyday speech. Unlike in Sekatak and many other Indonesian cases, however, 

elderly people in Kalabakan recall being fond of resettlement. For example, they 

liked the material qualities of the new houses, where the roofs did not leak, and 

the planks were flat enough to make sleeping comfortable. Pak Cik Taufiq thus 

joked that if people did not want to move, they would not come up against the 

government but, rather, their own thoroughly impressed children. Such 

amenability was probably made possible by the fact that Tidung already lived in 

stem family households organised into villages and so the layout of the new 

settlement was not as disruptive as in other cases. 

In 1965, Pak Cik Ibrahim started school, which he continued until 1971. In 1972, 

he continued his vocational middle school studies in Tawau. He wanted to 

continue his schooling, but the process for entry took too long, and he started 

working in Sabah Softwood, engaging in a variety of work such as planting and 

cleaning plantations. In 1977, he started working at the same company as a clerk, 

then storekeeper, and then accountant, until 1980. He is careful in the discussion 

hereafter to identify the ethnicity of people mentioned; this is not an uncommon 

feature of everyday speech in the region. 

He took a course in 1981 that was offered by the government on culture, youth 

and sports, in which he had long been interested. He was subsequently offered 

 
3 On ‘Resettlement Penduduk,’ respen, see, for example: Appell, ‘Resettlement of the Bulusu’ in 

Indonesian Borneo’; Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen. 
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work in the Department of Culture, Youth and Sports (Jabatan Kebudayaan, Belia 

dan Sukan) in Tawau, teaching dancing in schools. He was taken to Kota Kinabalu 

in 1984, and then to Sandakan, as part of his work, from which he learned much 

about other peoples of Sabah besides the Tidung and Murut. After this, he came 

back to Kalabakan and taught culture at the primary school (sekolah rendah), but 

was not satisfied with the work. In 1985, he took up a job in the Forestry 

Department (Jabatan Perhutanan) at Kalabakan, through to 1986. At the time, he 

says, the department was run by British people, and so the work was difficult, 

leading the “natives of Sabah” (anak-anak pribumi Sabah) working there to feel 

under pressure and to leave, including himself. Pak Cik Ibrahim then took up work 

at Saleha in 1987, working his way up to become a manager, describing himself as 

mixing with various peoples that were present in Sabah, such as Bugis and Bajau. 

“Indonesians,” he noted, “were the most numerous, since, in logging companies 

like that, it is the foreign migrants who are most numerous.” He stopped working 

there in 1993.  

Already invoked at this point in Pak Cik Ibrahim’s narrative is a Sabahan 

ethnoscape in which Tidung are situated, and which is absent from Haji Abdullah’s 

narrative. This specificity indexes something important; Yusuf, a dual citizen who 

spent many years in Sabah and still consistently speaks Sabahan Malay,4 in 

conversation with me struggled even to recall the name of the state, referring to it 

as “Malaysia” while grasping for the word until I jogged his memory. The converse 

of Sabah’s specificity also emerges, as Pak Cik Ibrahim repeatedly invokes a generic 

“Indonesia.” 

In 1994, he returned to Kalabakan to work as a contractor for the Federal Land 

Development Authority (FELDA), a key player in the oil palm sector of Sabah. He 

did so for approximately four years, eventually leaving because of cuts to the 

number of contractors. For the most part, Pak Cik Ibrahim preferred not to employ 

Indonesians because, while he would have made a greater profit had he done so, 

he would have taken on greater risk. Another of Pak Cik Ibrahim’s older brothers, 

Mansyur, who contracted alongside Pak Cik Ibrahim, offers a further description 

of the time. He is an Indonesian-only citizen who still lives in Sungai Fatimah but 

whose Malaysian-citizen children all live “on the other side.” He claims that, in 

fact, they had quite a few Indonesian and Filipino origin workers in addition to 

“local” (orang tempatan) workers, both women and men. Unusually for this 

industry, wages for both citizen and non-citizen staff were the same, working out 

to a monthly 100 to 500 ringgit.5 The amount depended on how much work one 

completed and how much debt one contracted for food and other goods. In the 

 
4 See Chapter 1. 
5 ≈ AUD $30 to $150. 
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typical fashion, this debt would be directly—but, Mansyur insisted, accurately—

docked from their wages, which were paid in a timely manner irrespective of 

worker’s legal status. The stores themselves were usually run by the brothers’ 

sisters. Mansyur noted that, since he and his family are Indonesian—and “not 

Bugis”—he felt compelled to have sympathy for informal migrant workers.6 

Throughout their contracting years, the brothers did not have trouble with 

immigration or other authorities, but nor did they provide accommodation for the 

workers, which minimised their risk. Back then, it was “not yet strict” (belum 

ketat). It is noteworthy, therefore, that during my stay there was a raid on the area 

of Kalabakan known to have a significant number of informal migrants living there, 

and that this was not directed at the main Tidung and Murut areas but rather the 

jetty area, which happens to be the commercial strip, with Indonesian, Filipino and 

South Asian traders and workers present. 

While contracting for the Federal Land Development Authority, Pak Cik 

Ibrahim saw much that he described as disheartening. The contractors were 

successful, while the workers supporting them were “foreigners” from “Indonesia” 

who were often put to work without pay, and sometimes without enough food. Pak 

Cik Ibrahim noticed that some such workers could be traded, effectively as chattel. 

This included young teenagers who were, in his estimation, neither old nor strong 

enough to perform demanding physical labour. If they did not perform their work 

well enough, their bosses would beat them. These issues are part of what is referred 

to in Indonesian discourse as “human trafficking” (perdagangan manusia). One 

day, Pak Cik Ibrahim noticed that there were two children crying while working 

on the plantation. Approaching one of them, Pak Cik Ibrahim asked why he was 

crying, and he said that he was in pain. Pak Cik Ibrahim asked where his parents 

were, and he said that they were in Indonesia. The child had, apparently, been 

“scammed” (ditipu) by the person bringing him to Malaysia, who promised a better 

education there. He had asked his parents for some money, then left Sulawesi 

without their knowledge. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim spoke with the contractor keeping them. The contractor was 

willing to let them go as long as their “debts” (hutang) were paid. These debts 

consisted of their travel fares from Indonesia of 500 ringgit per person. Feeling 

sorry for them, Pak Cik Ibrahim paid for the two of them, one of them purportedly 

eleven years old and the other thirteen, and took them into his home. Once he had 

two of these children, he gave one to his older sister and kept one for himself. His 

child was “good” (baik) and “hardworking” (rajin). He would care for the chickens, 

water the flowers, watch the house, and help Pak Cik Ibrahim with his store. Pak 

 
6 Cf. Cooke and Mulia, ‘Migration and Moral Panic’; Pye et al., ‘Precarious Lives’; Pye, ‘A Plantation 

Precariat’. 
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Cik Ibrahim considered him his child and the child ended up living there for years. 

Once the child had enough money to return to Indonesia, Pak Cik Ibrahim asked 

the children if they wanted to go home, to which they said yes, adding that so far 

they had not been brave enough to say so. The children claimed to remember the 

way home. Pak Cik Ibrahim took them to Nunukan and, with him paying for his 

child and his sister paying for hers, bought their ship tickets to Sulawesi. He has 

never been in contact with them since then. 

Sometime later, two other people approached Pak Cik Ibrahim and asked for 

him to pay their debts. They were eighteen and twenty years old, however, making 

Pak Cik Ibrahim concerned about the possibility they were trying to trick him in 

some way. So, they offered to do any work they could if they received a wage. 

Alongside Mansyur, Pak Cik Ibrahim gave them work through their oil palm 

contracting business. One stayed with him, and the other with Mansyur. The one 

he took in eventually wanted to go home, so Pak Cik Ibrahim took him to Nunukan 

with an open offer for work should he return. Once he was home, he called Pak 

Cik Ibrahim and told him he was getting married, and so that was the end of their 

relationship. The other also eventually married and established his own life in 

Sabah. These events illustrate how immobility is often treated as a function of 

marriage in this region; indeed, one of Pak Cik Ibrahim’s nephews in Sungai 

Fatimah was, supposedly, prevented by his parents from spending so much time in 

Malaysia by having him married. Subsequently, there was another eighteen-year-

old, who was also Bugis. This person helped so much with Pak Cik Ibrahim’s 

personal oil palm gardens that he “felt sorry for him” and wanted to “let him go.” 

The young man, however, did not want to go and so Pak Cik Ibrahim sent him to 

live and work with his younger sibling in Keningau. The child’s tobacco and 

agarwood gardens in Keningau are now going well, and he occasionally visits 

during holidays. 

In 1997, Pak Cik Ibrahim again changed employment to Sanbumi Sawmill, 

where his job was to supervise the international export of timber, including to 

Europe and East Asia. He stopped this work in 2000 to resume focusing on his 

original interest in Tidung and other Sabahan cultures, returning to Kalabakan. He 

decreased his emphasis on wage work, instead working on his oil palm gardens and 

engaging in various kinds of small-scale entrepreneurship, such as running a small 

shop and making the elaborate decorations needed for Tidung weddings. It was at 

this point that he became, as he put it, closer to the community, since, in the 

meantime, his work had kept him at some distance from people. He was offered to 

make a variety of Tidung handicrafts for a gallery in Sandakan. He would lead 

groups of four people for two weeks at a time, at which point he would take in 

another group. A great point of pride was having their work selected in a 
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competition among the peoples of Sabah. He did such work until 2014, with other 

highlights including a museum in Kota Kinabalu offering to sell their work during 

a near-month-long festival there; and receiving an offer to exhibit annually in 

Penampang. 

From approximately 1994, he was also employed in the coordination 

(penyelarasan) section of the National Registration Department. In this role, he 

had the ability, for example, to decide on, or influence decisions on, the approval 

of applications for the recognition of citizenship. An important part of the job was 

running “operations” to register people for ICs in interior regions, so a significant 

amount of travel was involved. Because, as he described it, there was a mutual 

respect between him and the community, Pak Cik Ibrahim wanted to help people 

in Kalabakan to make ICs. In 1995, after asking around about those without 

documents, he facilitated a request to the National Registration Department to 

come to Kalabakan to register people for ICs. While he could not do this work 

alone, he encouraged and assisted the village head (kepala kampung) to make a 

formal request to the National Registration Department. This request went 

straight to the top of the pile in his job, and he helped advance the request to the 

Kota Kinabalu and Kuala Lumpur levels. The National Registration Department 

thus eventually started with mass registrations in Kalabakan. In addition to the 

people actually in Kalabakan, through Pak Cik Ibrahim kin on “the other side” were 

eventually able to access Malaysian citizenship through this process, even if they 

were not physically present in Sabah. Conversely, Pak Cik Ibrahim sometimes 

threw out applications from his “enemies” and Bugis residents. 

In 2000, he did the same thing again, focusing especially on the schools. This 

process is usually referred to as “late registration” (daftar lewat). In 2001, the 

National Registration Department came again, especially to make ICs for those 

only possessing birth certificates, and again focusing on youth. This distinction is 

an important one in Sabah, as a non-citizen Malaysian birth certificate can be 

sufficient to ward off immigration officers, but is difficult—impossible, in 

principle—to turn into an IC. The people concerned were mostly, but not entirely, 

Tidung and Murut, and included people who had also been there since the mid-

twentieth century. Still having had some difficulty, the National Registration 

Department returned yet again in 2014 to continue registrations. Finally, in 2016, 

the National Registration Department came again to continue. Pak Cik Ibrahim 

was driven by the fact that these people had been part of the community of 

Kalabakan for a long time. He claims that several thousand ICs were made as a 

result of his efforts. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim is still well-known as someone who can navigate the 

regulations to obtain an IC. Consultants in Sungai Fatimah, many of whom have 
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benefited from his brokerage, have noted that he is highly regarded due to his 

efforts over the years. While not a permanent employee, he would work for the 

National Registration Department on an ad hoc basis until around 2014 to assist 

with their operations. He explicitly considers this process to have been a service to 

his community, and those who received ICs agree. His actions as a broker—a 

middleman (orang tengah), as a Nunukan-Tawau consultant described such 

people to me—are in line with the “Project IC” dynamics that indigenous Sabahans 

have come to resent.7 Pak Cik Ibrahim resents Project IC, however, and firmly 

distinguishes his own efforts from it. He takes indigeneity as the salient distinction: 

whereas Project IC privileged foreigners, his efforts privileged natives. 

In 2000, Pak Cik Ibrahim was offered to travel to Nunukan, as he put it, to teach 

culture and conserve customs for Tidung youth. This visit coincided with the split 

of Nunukan from Bulungan and installation of its new district head (bupati). He 

stayed there for three or four months. In 2003, he went to Sebuku on a similar trip, 

where there was a Tidung convention. He judged their traditional sports and 

exhibited there. In 2016, he again happily went to Sebuku—close to Kalabakan and 

the birthplace of his parents—for the festival (irau) held there. He stayed for about 

a month, then went home. In 2017 he again participated in an adat leader meeting 

in Nunukan. A point of pride is that some of his students from these trips have 

travelled as far as Korea, Japan and America to perform. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim never married but adopted three boys and a girl. He 

distinguishes these children from the transient adopted children such as the ones 

from the plantations. The first, the girl, was born in 1996 to a Filipino father and 

Bulungan mother in Tawau. The parents eventually got divorced, and Pak Cik 

Ibrahim took her in, and she has become successful in Kota Kinabalu. The second 

was born in 1998 to a Sulu father and Bajau mother. Pak Cik Ibrahim came across 

him in Lahad Datu, where he was, apparently, abandoned by his parents when 

immigration officials ran checks in their typically sudden, settlement-wide fashion. 

(The baby-abandoning parent is a trope in the Malaysian anti-immigrant 

discourse.8) The child then wandered the streets for some days until Pak Cik 

Ibrahim met him. Pak Cik Ibrahim chatted with the village head, suggesting that 

he take the child in, and brought him back to Kalabakan. After some schooling, 

the child took up work in a Federal Land Development Authority factory in Lahad 

Datu. 

The third child was born in 2000 to a Timorese father and Kadazandusun 

mother. When setting up a wedding in the area of the Borneo Serudong company, 

 
7 See Chapter 4; Chin, ‘“Malay Muslim First”’; Sadiq, ‘When States Prefer Non-Citizens over 

Citizens’; Tangit, ‘Ethnic Labels and Identity’, chap. 2. 
8 For example, Allerton, ‘Contested Statelessness in Sabah’. 
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he heard a child crying in a room that he noticed was locked from 8am until 5pm, 

at which time his father came home. When Pak Cik Ibrahim approached the 

“father,” the man informed him that the child’s parents abandoned him, leaving 

only a letter with him, and so the man had to care for him since he was a baby. 

When the child was still small, the man could take him to the plantation when he 

worked. The biological father was a police officer in Beluran. Pak Cik Ibrahim asked 

that he be able to take the child in because if he had “come a day later, the child 

might have been given to a Bugis and taken to Sulawesi,” where the father would 

never see him again. The father was convinced and gave the child to Pak Cik 

Ibrahim, who took them both to Kalabakan. At this point, the child was seven 

months old. Because it would have been difficult for Pak Cik Ibrahim to raise him, 

he wanted to give him to one of his siblings. None of them wanted to take the child, 

and so Pak Cik Ibrahim kept him. Until he was around five years old and Pak Cik 

Ibrahim still travelled often, he would take him to work, after which the child 

started school. After a few years, Pak Cik Ibrahim gave the child to his sibling in 

Keningau, where he lived for some years before returning to Kalabakan. 

The last child, perhaps born in 2006, has been one of what Pak Cik Ibrahim 

describes as his most difficult tests from God. The night before the start of 

Ramadan, the child was abandoned under Pak Cik Ibrahim’s house in a bad state 

along with a few assorted items. Pak Cik Ibrahim guessed that he was about three 

or four years old. The next day he reported it to the police and immigration. About 

two weeks after Eid al-Fitr, someone claimed that it was their child, but Pak Cik 

Ibrahim did not believe them because of how long they took and because they did 

not want to go to the police. Immigration officers suggested that the child be 

deported to Indonesia, but eventually allowed Pak Cik Ibrahim to take the child in. 

After six or seven months, Pak Cik Ibrahim discovered it was actually the person’s 

stepchild. After living with Pak Cik Ibrahim for a year, he became sick, and Pak Cik 

Ibrahim took the child to the hospital in Tawau using his own birth certificate, 

where it turned out he had problems with his heart and brain. According to the 

doctors, the child had been beaten, and to defend himself against being accused of 

abuse, Pak Cik Ibrahim was forced to reveal that was not the boy’s actual father. 

The boy’s disability leaves Pak Cik Ibrahim now concerned about his life after Pak 

Cik Ibrahim’s death.9 

In this section, I have shown that people in Kalabakan became citizens 

voluntarily, rather than necessarily, and thus sought the nation-state. I have done 

so by considering the life history of Pak Cik Ibrahim. This example has illustrated, 

especially, how Pak Cik Ibrahim came to leverage his position in the civil service 

 
9 See Chapter 1. 
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to expand citizenship preferentially to people in the Kalabakan area and, 

occasionally, across the border. 

 

Attracting liveliness 

In this section, I consider the life history of Haji Abdullah, a dual citizen based in 

Sungai Fatimah, North Kalimantan. (By “dual citizen” I do not mean to imply that 

this is formally possible in the citizenship regulations at hand; it is not, but occurs 

nonetheless.) I focus on how Haji Abdullah came to leverage his emerging 

economic distinction to appeal for government expansion to Sungai Fatimah, 

largely in the form of “development.” In doing so, I show that collective hardship 

was explicable with reference to the absence of the state and could be attenuated 

by drawing the state in, thus warranting seeking the state. 

Haji Abdullah claims to have both Malaysian and Indonesian citizenship. He 

was born in Tanjung Panjang sometime before 1953, which is the year of birth on 

his Indonesian identity card (Kartu Tanda Penduduk, KTP). Haji Abdullah would 

go to the primary school (Sekolah Rakyat) in Lubakan by small boat, finishing at 

Class 3. This place name refers to the old Lubakan, which has since been 

abandoned due to the “Malaysian-sent floods” to which Pak Cik Ibrahim also 

referred.10 Haji Abdullah’s upbringing was modest, and he only ever had one set of 

clothes. After finishing school, he gardened for about twelve years. Especially 

focusing on sweet potato, the produce would be sold in Tarakan. It took about four 

days’ boat trip from Lubakan to get to Tarakan because outboard motors—one of 

the most important technologies in the history of the region—were not yet 

widespread. 

By the time Haji Abdullah was in his mid-teens, the Confrontation had come. 

All the young men were called up by the village head to see if they wanted to 

register for the Civil Defence (Pertahanan Sipil, HANSIP), who also let them know 

that they would be sent to the border for war. Haji Abdullah decided to join. His 

interpretation of the war remains firmly part of the milieu of the time and starkly 

contrasts with Pak Cik Ibrahim’s: Haji Abdullah maintains that “Malaysia asked for 

help in order to gain independence … because it used to be a British possession.” 

This national divergence in understanding an event of such decisive importance, 

against the backdrop of intense cross-border mobility, is striking. Older people in 

general often consider the conflict to have been rather vain because Indonesians 

and Malaysians are “of the same stock” (serumpun). 

Weapons and other training commenced in the village. Haji Abdullah started 

receiving a small wage and stopped gardening. His boss sent them, twenty-seven 

 
10 See Chapter 7. 
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people in total, to continue their training on Bunyu Island. After a week or so they 

were sent to Tarakan for a further week. Thirty-two people, including Haji 

Abdullah, were then stationed in Sekatak Bengara. Haji Abdullah was later 

promoted to the rank of corporal. After being in Sekatak for about a year, 

apparently they became weary of the fact that Sekatak is far from the border, 

meaning that they had no real business being there, which Haji Abdullah 

eventually told his boss in Tarakan. The boss told him to go back to the 

Sembakung, where he spent about a month; then, a superior came from Jakarta 

and noticed, unhappily, that the officers were not at the border itself but in villages. 

They were told to wait while he left for the border for about a month. On his return, 

he informed them that the conflict was over, and so much of the military was sent 

home. 

Freshly unemployed, Haji Abdullah decided to go to Betayau, knowing there to 

be work available in the area. He gained employment in logging through an 

acquaintance in Inhutani, a forestry company that had vast concessions in the 

region.11 Specifically, he was given a kind of sub-concession and told to find his own 

workers, who would each be given by the Inhutani boss thirty kilograms of rice, a 

pair of shorts, a shirt and a blanket “for free.” These goods were not “free”; this 

description reflects a common understanding of patronage not in terms of 

economic calculation but in terms of gifts. When contemporary politicians extend 

their largesse to individuals, for example by sending them on the Umrah or giving 

them goods, this is considered in the first place not as a calculative strategy, but as 

generous, and the patron as “good” or “kindhearted” (baik hati). Haji Abdullah 

returned to Sembakung and managed to recruit around eleven men, becoming a 

foreman. After about a month and a half, he went to Tarakan, where he got paid 

for the work so far, and distributed wages to his workers. Then about twenty 

“Dayaks” started working for him. After having worked for about a year, his 

parent(s) came to see him in Betayau to let him know that they would be going to 

Malaysia. So, he took them to Tarakan, got paid, and gave his two younger siblings, 

one of his in-laws and both of his parents money for the journey. After having 

worked in Betayau for about a year and a half, he met a girl whose parents 

eventually wanted him to marry her. Preparations had been made for him to marry, 

but he was worried that if he married there, he might never see his family again 

due to the distance. Immobility is here, again, a function of marriage. He decided 

to run away and told the girl’s father as an excuse that he was going to see his 

family member in a nearby village; he left with few possessions. He met family 

members of the girl along the way and lied to them that they were going to Bebatu 

 
11 See Obidzinski, ‘Logging in East Kalimantan’. 



84 

 

to buy salted fish.  

Upon arriving in Tanjung Panjang, his younger sister told him that their parents 

were already in Kalabakan and that she was going there too. His older brother 

mentioned that there was a boat they could use in Sebuku. The next day they left 

for his older sister’s place in Lubakan, telling her they were not going back to 

Betayau. They returned to Sembakung and then back again to Sebuku and repaired 

the boat. After about a week, Haji Abdullah left with his relatives. Haji Abdullah’s 

older brother told them that their parents would not yet have reached Kalabakan 

as they were still collecting rattan in the forest. When they wanted to pass through 

Sungai Ular on the way, they were called over by five people using a motorboat 

(whereas they were rowing) who seemed to want to rob them. So, Haji Abdullah, 

supposedly, took his blowpipe and shot a snake he saw in a tree as a warning, and 

they got scared. The robbers asked their ethnicity, to which Haji Abdullah 

responded, apparently, “Tidung, Tidung Dayak, and this is a blowpipe.” Haji 

Abdullah here projects the contemporary Kalimantese nexus of autochthony 

(being Dayak) and conflict (prowess with the blowpipe) onto the historical event. 

While the people invited them to stay, they left out of concern that they would be 

robbed. At the end of Sungai Ular there was a Malaysian military post. So, they hid, 

went through the mangroves, and got past successfully. The small rivers, forests 

and plantations around the Sungai Ular and Sei Manggaris are still among the main 

places that people cross informally today. They rowed until they reached the place 

where people were collecting rattan, and the family reunited. Pak Cik Ibrahim was 

still at school in Kalabakan at the time. They held a feast, and after two or so days 

of rest, Haji Abdullah went with them collecting rattan, which would be sold in 

Tawau. 

Once it was sold and the money distributed, they decided to shift focus to 

fishing. Fishing was much easier at the time because there were relatively few 

people fishing. Nowadays, there are commercial fishing boats and many small-

scale operations. The fish were, again, sold in Tawau. This time was one when local 

livelihoods still benefited from the possibility of doing so. Eventually, their patron 

(tokey) stopped buying, and they were forced to find another one, which did not 

turn out well for them and they stopped. They would then fish in rivers and make 

salted fish, which they would take to Sebatik. 

During the next Ramadan, his older brother from Sembakung was taking 

beeswax to sell in Tawau, where he ran into them. Haji Abdullah’s eventual wife 

was, at the time, cultivating rice in the Sebuku region. His older brother 

recommended he propose to her, so he gave the older brother a ring and asked him 

to propose to her. The proposal was accepted. Haji Abdullah returned to 

Sembakung, and then to Sebuku, where he worked in logging again. At that time 
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a Malaysian company was operating in the area and “many” people worked. They 

made a house nearby and Haji Abdullah still maintains a latent claim to land there. 

Claims to land in the Sebuku region have become important recently because, 

aside from plantation companies, the gold mining company Sago has commenced 

operations there, amid much controversy in the Tidung world. Haji Abdullah and 

other members of the family maintain land tenure in both Kalimantan and Sabah. 

Haji Abdullah married in 1970. The couple then went back to Sebuku, and their 

economic situation declined. Haji Abdullah’s work was to collect timber from the 

river in accordance with the system of marking them and floating them 

downstream (banjir kap).12 After this he left for Kalabakan, then after a short while 

returned to Sembakung, and his wife fell pregnant. There they cultivated rice for 

about two years and had more children. By this point “everyone in Sembakung 

wanted to move because they could not bear life on the Sembakung”, as it was 

“always flooding.” 

Eventually, around fifteen households, including his father-in-law’s, left for 

Sungai Fatimah on Nunukan Island, while Haji Abdullah was still in Sembakung. 

At that time “there was not yet anything, only huts” in Sungai Fatimah. In 1973, 

with his family, he followed his father-in-law there, taking some goods such as rice 

and chickens with them in the boat, much of which they lost in an accident on the 

way. At the time it took approximately one week to row to Sungai Fatimah from 

his village on the Sembakung; the trip nowadays takes a few hours. Haji Abdullah 

remembers the problems of the time. People fished, but it was often difficult. They 

also did strenuous labour by small-scale logging and working nipah (for example, 

to make roofing). They cultivated rice, but it was difficult to get sufficient yields. 

In the early years, then, they “truly suffered” to the point that Haji Abdullah “cried.” 

Haji Abdullah ascribes the difficulties to the fact that the area was made up of 

“thick forest” and “far from Nunukan,” that is, Nunukan town. There were no roads, 

no rice buyers, and people subsisted on sago. Even “the sea was far.” There was no 

government and this, importantly, was a bad thing. Haji Abdullah’s explicit 

recognition of this issue, in fact, is simply a condensed restatement of his other 

complaints. It was precisely the lack of government that meant no development: 

remoteness, no commercial opportunity, no infrastructure, no sense of liveliness, 

and so on.13 It was a place characterised not by certain qualities but by absence, by 

that which it lacked, in the first place the magic of the state. This is still how 

Indonesians talk about the Bornean borderlands today. 

Yet, at the time it would have made Haji Abdullah deeply ashamed (malu) to 

return to the Sembakung, so he carried on in Sungai Fatimah despite the 

 
12 See Obidzinski. 
13 See Errington, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art, chaps 7–8. 
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difficulties.14 Haji Abdullah joined in making wooden planks, which was a new skill 

for him, and took several of them to sell in Nunukan, where he bought rice and 

sugar. Eventually, he mastered this work, and it was his regular work, but he was 

still dissatisfied. He left for Nunukan and found a fish patron who would advance 

him travel expenses, including rice, sugar and cigarettes, and he would go fishing 

and sell to the patron. Haji Abdullah, in turn, arranged the participation of other 

people in Sungai Fatimah, positioning himself as a middleman. Eventually, he was 

able to save enough money to buy an outboard motor, consolidating his ability to 

transport fish to Nunukan. When “they had fish,” especially once it was air mati 

and fishing stopped, he would “take it to Nunukan,” “get money,” and “give it to 

them.”  

As time went on, Haji Abdullah wondered about the future of the children in 

Sungai Fatimah, where the population was growing. His main issue was that 

Nunukan was “far,” referring to the amount of time and effort it would take to get 

there. Haji Abdullah wanted to look for an educated person to be a teacher and 

chose Mansyur. In order to provide him with a salary, effectively they decided to 

make up a kind of tax: “when you go netting,” he recalls instructing, “each boat 

pays 1,000 rupiah.” In this scheme, each household would also pay one small tin 

of rice. The tax—my word, not Haji Abdullah’s—is personalised: he is the one who 

enforces or collects it. They then built a school collectively, but it was, apparently, 

Haji Abdullah who led them. He notes that he “led the people of this village so that 

there was advancement,” striving to make conditions even better than they once 

were on the Sembakung. Once the school was ready, Haji Abdullah asked his 

brother to be the teacher, but he said that he was not capable. Haji Abdullah 

insisted, however, suggesting that he just repeat the lessons that he had been given, 

with the important thing being that “all the kids do not end up stupid and 

uneducated.” His brother agreed. Where the state was absent, people mimicked its 

administrative techniques for the purpose of furthering that crucial aspect of 

modern statecraft, primary education. 

Eventually, Sungai Fatimah drew the attention of Nunukan and the “higher-ups” 

officialised Sungai Fatimah as an administrative village. When Sungai Fatimah was 

first developing, Haji Abdullah suggested people each make huts. The space for a 

road would be arranged, he said, as Haji Abdullah speculated that maybe someday 

Sungai Fatimah would “become a town” or at least a road would reach them. 

Despite making his own house far away, Haji Abdullah was not afraid of ghosts, 

which present a significant problem in isolated settlements; nowadays, with the 

advent of artificial lighting and an increased population in Sungai Fatimah, in short 

 
14 See Lindquist, The Anxieties of Mobility, passim. 
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development, there are few malevolent spirits around the area.15 After a long time, 

Sungai Fatimah took off. There were economic opportunities, or work (usaha), 

because “the government knew of [their] struggle.” The old district head of 

Nunukan assisted them with administration so that they were given a formal 

neighbourhood association. This “meant there was now government.” When there 

were problems, the head of the neighbourhood association would correspond with 

“Nunukan.” They received aid for their rice fields, such as pesticide, which 

increased their yields. Haji Abdullah then asked that a House of Representatives 

(Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat, DPR) member in Nunukan extend a road to the village 

so that there was some “advancement.” At that point, there were around thirty 

houses, but “hundreds” of families. After about a year, work started on a road, 

which at first was of poor quality, but has been improved over the years. 

The population grew over time, with the overwhelming majority of new arrivals 

also from the Sembakung. Around 1979, then, Sungai Fatimah started to become 

“lively” and “advanced.” Various uneventful parts of Haji Abdullah’s discussion of 

Sungai Fatimah after its initial settlement are simply glossed over by saying that 

“time passed and things advanced” (lama, lama, lama; maju, maju, maju). Sungai 

Fatimah is now what Haji Abdullah called a “semi-city” because the major hospital 

of the district is located there. The arrival of state and development in the 

settlement has thus, to some extent, successfully underwritten the liveliness that 

marks a good state and—what is the same—a condition of prosperity. (While 

perhaps reluctant to acknowledge it, Tidung have also since benefited from the 

market opened for seaweed by Bugis traders with connections to Makassar and 

Surabaya to whom they can now sell.) 

At this point, Haji Abdullah left for Kalabakan, where his mother was living. His 

wife, still working their rice fields, stayed in Sungai Fatimah with the children. 

Someone who was eventually to become his son-in-law offered him work in 

logging, along with one of his children. When he had enough money, he again 

bought an outboard motor. He would occasionally return to Sungai Fatimah via 

Tawau after shopping at the latter. Rather than going on like this, the family 

decided to move to Kalabakan. Haji Abdullah’s wife suggested they make their own 

house, and Haji Abdullah suggested to his future son-in-law that it be made in the 

area in which he was logging. To get timber for the house, he simply went into the 

concession area at night and “stole” it. Eventually, the timber ran out, and the work 

declined, so he took on various other jobs. 

In 2002, Haji Abdullah became an agarwood (gaharu) patron. To start off, he 

went to Indonesia via Nunukan and “ordered” some workers from a broker in 

 
15 Cf., esp., Bubandt, The Empty Seashell, chap. 8. 
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Berau, recruiting approximately forty to fifty people. These were, for the most part, 

people of Lombok in Indonesia’s far south. He asked someone who could cross to 

Kalabakan to take them over the border; this crossing necessarily means informal 

transportation via riverine informal routes. This was “back when it was still secure 

[aman],” Haji Abdullah noted. He himself went formally to Tawau and then to 

Kalabakan, by which time they were already there. In Kalabakan, Haji Abdullah 

had a police officer for an adopted child, and the sergeant was his friend, so the 

arrangements were “easy” for him. Haji Abdullah notes that making such 

arrangements is a particular talent of his. When his undocumented workers would 

come, they would be picked up by his police friends in a police car. It might have 

seemed to onlookers that they were being arrested, but in fact, they were simply 

being transported. The agarwood business was profitable. On one trip it was 

possible for the team to collect agarwood worth 70,000 to 100,000 ringgit.16 From 

this total, Haji Abdullah would take 10,000 to 20,000 ringgit,17 and the remainder 

would go to the collectors. 

What is ordinarily called “corruption” was central to the operation. At one point, 

his team was forbidden from entering Sabah Foundation (Yayasan Sabah) land, so, 

to ensure his trucks were allowed through the gate, he simply paid off the relevant 

boss, whereas others running similar operations apparently found it difficult to 

gain entry. He similarly paid off the forestry official on guard at Luasong. Aside 

from leaving Haji Abdullah’s team alone, he would give them information on 

possible locations for finding agarwood. Haji Abdullah credits his success partly to 

these payments, in contrast to some other patrons who were scared of losing 

money, whereas if no payments were made, one would get nowhere. Even so, it is 

a risky business. In 2004, three of his collectors were arrested in the Lahad Datu 

region and jailed in Lahad Datu. This was an issue because it was a region where 

Haji Abdullah had no police connections. The moral economy is such that cross-

border patrons are usually obliged to “guarantee” (menjamin) or secure the release 

of clients arrested by immigration authorities in Sabah. For example, when Irfan, 

an undocumented Sesayap consultant who had been working logging mangroves 

in Serudong in the 1980s was arrested along with the rest of the work party and 

their patron took some two months to secure their release from prison, they were 

so outraged that, on release, they returned to their worksite and burned the 

buildings there before returning to Indonesia. In the present case, the obligation 

was Haji Abdullah’s. Wondering about how to proceed, he met with a senior 

immigration worker in Tawau, who asked him for 2,000 ringgit18 for their release, 

 
16 ≈ AUD $21,000 to $30,000. 
17 ≈ AUD $3,000 to $6,000. 
18 ≈ AUD $667. 
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which Haji Abdullah promptly paid. They were transferred to Tawau within a few 

days, and Haji Abdullah was notified when they arrived. His business then started 

to slow down. His final transaction was when someone approached him, having 

collected agarwood worth 325,000 ringgit.19 He sold it on in Tawau, taking his cut, 

and the collector returned to Indonesia, satisfied with how rich he had become. 

After this, Haji Abdullah asked his foreman to handle things.  

Haji Abdullah’s trading had been so successful that he could pay for himself and 

his wife to do the hajj, which is, in local terms, incredibly expensive. In December 

2004, they returned to Nunukan to study in preparation for the hajj, before going 

on the pilgrimage in 2005. After the pilgrimage, he no longer participated in the 

agarwood business. The business of another Kalabakan agarwood patron whom I 

know, and who similarly worked with people from Lombok, also eventually 

declined through competition from the more familiar Chinese patrons in Tawau, 

and through being cheated by “the Indonesians.” Like most Tidung narratives 

concerning the accumulation of wealth, then, all money is “hot money” and rapidly 

disappears. More specifically, though, this is a typical, if not strictly necessary, 

trajectory for someone who has done the hajj: often one will cease much 

engagement in illegality and vernacular religion because (s)he is “already a haji.” 

Aside from its religious importance, the hajj is very prestigious, functioning to set 

the pilgrim apart from the great majority of the community, and conferring the 

title of haji.20 Like other hajis, these two remember the pilgrimage clearly and 

keenly recount in detail many aspects of the journey. It is also a major event in the 

life course and is marked by much ritual and fanfare before departure and on 

return. This haji status, in turn, bolsters his authority and status in the community. 

He is now substantially involved with his local mosque as its manager, handling 

the practical side of things. At times he does important ritual work such as reciting 

prayers during feasts. 

Because of his seniority, Haji Abdullah has now become a Dayak Tidung adat 

leader in Sungai Fatimah. In this capacity, he can be called on to sort out collective 

problems. Much like Pak Cik Ibrahim, he often attends meetings with the local 

government. When a local soccer team travelling with invitation letters but not 

passports were all arrested by immigration officials in Sabah, Haji Abdullah was 

the one called to explain the situation and negotiate their release. In a different 

case, this happened in the opposite direction with a soccer team from Sabah. As 

another example, while he did not have a major role in stifling the nascent 

Nunukan ethnic riot of 2007, he participated in bringing it to an early end. 

The main interviews I did with Haji Abdullah proceeded over the blaring sound 

 
19 ≈ AUD $108,333. 
20 For example, Darmadi, ‘Pak Haji’. 
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of a swiftlet operation that he had established at his home in Nunukan some 

months beforehand, but the first time I met him was when he had come to work 

on his new swiftlet building in Kalabakan. Haji Abdullah has, for the most part, 

settled in Indonesia, but feels torn between there and Malaysia. He reflects that he 

is always, in some sense, in the wrong. If he wants to go back to Kalabakan, it would 

be “wrong,” especially because he is a community leader. If he wants to stay in 

Nunukan, it is also “wrong,” especially since most of his children are in Malaysia. 

He has therefore resolved to move between the two regularly and continues to do 

so today. This mobility sets him apart from most contemporary borderland Tidung. 

In this section, I have shown that collective hardship was explicable with 

reference to the absence of the state and could be attenuated by drawing the state 

in, thus warranting seeking the state. I have done so by considering the life history 

of Haji Abdullah. This example has illustrated, especially, how Haji Abdullah came 

to leverage his emerging economic distinction to appeal for government expansion 

to Sungai Fatimah, largely in the form of “development.” 

 

Diverging orientations 

In this section, I consider the two life histories together. I focus on how the 

brothers’ seeking of their nation-states was consistent with their involvement in 

the illegality characteristic of borderlands. In doing so, I cast doubt on the common 

claim in the literature that the transgressive character of borderland life is 

threatening to the state. 

I have narrated these histories following quite closely the accounts I was given. 

While they clearly have a certain chronology, it is also the case that history is 

narrated in spatial rather than temporal terms.21 Mobility is what propels the story 

and events emerge out of that—often illegal—mobility. The cases illustrate the 

advantageous position of non-migrant Borneans in this borderland setting. 

Because of their knowledge of the region and extensive local networks, Tidung and 

other similar peoples are far less prone to such extreme exploitation and 

destitution, and are able to navigate across the border successfully. The stories 

bring out a sense in which Tidung are both indigenous and immigrants to Sabah; I 

will return to this issue later.22 This mobility is long-standing; as M.H.A. Sitsen 

noted approximately one century ago: 

Among the Mohammedan population, it is a common occurrence to move to or 

from a village in the Tawau area; especially the population from Nunukan—if a 

slightly serious emphasis is placed on the duty of decent village maintenance—

 
21 Errington, Meaning and Power. 
22 See Chapter 6. 
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seeks a good place to live in Tawau, but only to return if someone puts the fire 

to their shins over there as well.23 

In these rather exceptional biographies, moreover, people were able to operate 

successfully within this context by becoming patrons.  

Yet, the stories exemplify an asymmetry to cross-border travel in this region. 

Pak Cik Ibrahim rarely “returns” to Indonesia and has spent only a few cumulative 

months there in his adulthood. Haji Abdullah, however, frequently travels to 

Malaysia and has spent many years there. Most of his children have, more or less 

permanently, settled in Sabah. The case is exemplary of the general pattern, then: 

Pak Cik Ibrahim is raised in Malaysia and stays there, whereas Haji Abdullah is 

raised in Indonesia and mostly stays there, but orients himself toward Malaysia. 

This dynamic resonates with other transborder ethnic groups on Borneo, as well 

as broader migration trends.24 Haji Abdullah is exceptional for opting not to stay 

permanently in Malaysia despite being able to do so. He is now sufficiently wealthy 

not to have to “go round the side.” With his wife, he “goes formally” to Tawau.  

The brothers’ histories shed light on the broader dynamic of national enclosure 

and sedentarisation, as people have transitioned away from forms of trade 

requiring long journeys. I am appropriating here the notion of sedentarisation from 

the anthropology of nomadism on Borneo to refer rather to the circumscription of 

mobility by international borders.25 The brothers’ mobility contrasts starkly with 

that of other residents of Kalabakan, who, while they might like to visit Indonesia 

more often, now “cannot be bothered” (malas) and are “scared” (takut) of crossing. 

They cannot or will not spare the money to make passports and pay the more 

expensive official fare, meaning they would bear the risk of crossing illegally. 

Nowadays, people are less inclined to move so often between the two countries, 

noting that their ancestors “moved a lot,” in implicit contrast to themselves. People 

who continue to do so, such as these brothers, are sometimes said to be “brave” 

(berani), even as a significant number of them are connected in some way through 

kinship, friendship or fictive kinship to police and immigration officers. With 

regard to sedentarisation in this case, in Sabah, the classic technique of 

resettlement towns obtained, while in Kalimantan people sought to develop their 

own villages which had more local economic opportunities. Haji Abdullah’s 

constant movements between the two towns is an exception to this trend. This 

sedentarisation has meant that people are easier to administer, and in turn, they 

 
23 Memories van Overgave in Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van Kempe 

Valk, Tillema’. See Chapter 2 for further comments on M.H.A. Sitsen and the context in which he 

was writing. 
24 Amster, ‘The Rhetoric of the State’; Eilenberg, At the Edges of States. 
25 See Sather, The Bajau Laut; Sellato, Nomads of the Borneo Rainforest. 
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are administered by a particular state that they have, by now, come to engage with 

on everyday and ritual bases near-exclusively. 

Important aspects of the Sabahan borderscape are traceable through the kin 

relations that Pak Cik Ibrahim has forged throughout his life, especially with 

adopted children. All of their stories involve cross-border lives, and most of the 

children were taken in by Pak Cik Ibrahim from destitution that resulted directly 

from migrant precarity and statelessness. These are common in the lives of 

children in Sabah.26 For the children he took in from the plantation, there was little 

difference between indenture and slavery proper; local people tend to describe it 

with the latter term, that is, the labourers become slaves (jadi budak). Indeed, Pak 

Cik Ibrahim explicitly notes that he “purchased” (beli) them. This phenomenon is 

common in the region and widely known among local people but has received little 

broader attention.27 

Both cases shed light on issues of economy. Haji Abdullah’s story shows how 

Tidung have historically relied on multi-oriented livelihoods, being able to move 

between gardening, fishing, gathering and employment in riverine, forest and 

oceanic settings, and mixing subsistence and trade strategies across these.28 Yet, it 

also highlights the general trajectory toward often “unskilled” wage labour as 

subsistence production has been rendered low-status and the ecological conditions 

for its maintenance have become increasingly threatened. Pak Cik Ibrahim, on the 

other hand, has always been employed in the Sabahan part of the region, which 

the logging frontier swept through much earlier. Both brothers have, for now, 

settled into gardening, small-scale entrepreneurship and some wage labour. This 

period has been accompanied by extensive monetisation: Pak Cik Ibrahim, like 

many others, notes that money is the “new king” (raja baru). Monetisation has, in 

turn, entailed the incorporation of subsistence into the state system where it 

previously was outside of it. The brothers went through separate national 

schooling systems—which is important for people’s understanding that they are 

part of a certain nation—after which they both worked in their respective 

governments, whether in the civil service or military. Such employment is part of 

a broader shift from subsistence livelihoods toward government-provided 

employment and patronage, paid in government-printed money, occurring in 

many regions of the archipelago.29 

The cases are also telling with respect to ethnicity, a topic to which I will return 

 
26 Allerton, ‘Statelessness and the Lives of the Children of Migrants in Sabah’; Allerton, ‘Contested 

Statelessness in Sabah’; Allerton, ‘Impossible Children’. 
27 But see, for example, Pye et al., ‘Precarious Lives’; Pye, ‘A Plantation Precariat’. 
28 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’. 
29 McWilliam, ‘Marginal Governance in the Time of Pemekaran’. 
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in detail later.30 Haji Abdullah’s somewhat unique case tempers my broader 

analysis of Tidung ethnicity. Because of his lack of rootedness, Haji Abdullah can 

engage in a kind of ethnic code-switching, alternating between the Kalimantese 

and Sabahan idioms of identification. In everyday conversation, he includes 

himself in the category of “the Malays,” and yet he is a “Dayak Tidung” adat figure 

and explicitly calls himself a Dayak in the above narrative. Yet, his own children 

have not been left out of national sedentarisation, and so will be subject to the kind 

of divergence of ethnic self-understandings addressed later in the thesis. Pak Cik 

Ibrahim is much more attached to Sabah and indeed has expressed distaste to me 

for the Indonesia that he nonetheless understands to be his heritage. Accordingly, 

he firmly situates himself as a Tidung and an indigenous Sabahan in a distinctively 

Sabahan ethnoscape. The big picture, however, is that, despite flows and mixing, 

substantial divisions between kin and collectives have emerged. 

Across each of these themes—mobility, kinship, economy, and so on—activities 

are included in these narratives alongside various other events as normal parts of 

these men’s lives. What emerges from their narratives, nonetheless, is their desire 

for the state. Both of these brothers could be said to have broken the law at various 

points throughout their careers and lives. To suggest this would, however, be to 

impose an ideal of law and order onto a more complex situation where such an 

imposition has little analytical purchase. The illegal activities that they carried out 

were, evidently, carried out in collaboration with figures of state authority. To 

suggest that people are breaking the law or even engaging in activities that are 

“licit” but not “legal” would be faithful only to preconceptions about how the state 

and law should function, and not to the on-the-ground reality. Such illegality is 

entirely compatible with the brothers’ desire for the state because this is simply 

what the state is like here, as everywhere: entangled with illegality.31 In Malaysian 

Sabah, this illegality is not just at the level of individual “corruption” but is a 

structural part of the political economy. The un- or under-documented 

Indonesians working on oil palm plantations, including the children whom Pak 

Cik Ibrahim adopted or purchased, were brought there by (sub-)contractors for the 

Federal Land Development Authority, which is a Malaysian government agency 

engaged in private sector business. Yet, this is the same state and society where, 

supposedly, undocumented migrants have meant that Sabah is “plagued and 

haunted by an insidious problem which has turned out to be an all-consuming 

nightmare”.32 The legal and illegal are not just closely articulated but only 

 
30 See Chapters 5-6. 
31 Aspinall and van Klinken, ‘The State and Illegality in Indonesia’; Heyman and Smart, ‘States and 

Illegal Practices’. 
32 Shim et al., ‘Report of the Commission of Enquiry on Immigrants in Sabah’, 3. 
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meaningfully analysed as outcomes of vernacular discursive practices. 

People do not seek autonomy from the state—to the contrary. For example, 

beyond the obvious start-up difficulties of moving, Sungai Fatimah was better for 

living than the Sembakung because of the floods. People engaged in similar 

productive activities as they did previously. The Indonesian nation and state were 

effectively absent. Yet, it was here that life was difficult and full of suffering. 

Eventually, things became better because people were more thoroughly connected 

to a centre of regional government and had administration extended to their own 

village. Sungai Fatimah became governed, lively, urbanised, and connected. To live 

without a government is, in this narrative, to live in hardship. Important for both 

stories, therefore, is how the brothers actively positioned themselves to forge 

connections between the government and their communities so that the latter 

could become “advanced.” In their self-assigned roles as brokers, they worked by 

“extending the reach of the otherwise absent state”.33 Pak Cik Ibrahim wanted to 

make people legible to the state through their registration for ICs, where they had 

so far been stateless. Haji Abdullah wanted to develop Sungai Fatimah by drawing 

in administration, schooling and infrastructure. The cases, therefore, bring out the 

specific importance of brokerage to the expansion of the nation-state to its 

peripheries. The state does not merely impose itself on people; rather, through 

brokerage, they actively try to draw it in so that they can participate in the 

“liveliness” of development. These biographies thus exemplify how people seek the 

state from the margins. 

In this section, I have cast doubt on the common claim in the literature that the 

transgressive character of borderland life is threatening to the state. I have done so 

by considering together the two life histories outlined in this chapter. This 

discussion has illustrated how the brothers’ seeking of their nation-states was 

consistent with their involvement in the illegality characteristic of borderlands. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often invoked a conceptual distinction between 

the “licit” and the “legal” to assert that, in privileging the former over the latter, 

borderland inhabitants undermine the nation-state. As I highlighted in the 

introductory chapter, however, scholars working on “state illegality” have shown 

that illegal practices do not necessarily go against the state, and can sometimes 

further the ends of the state. In this chapter, I have deepened this suggestion by 

 
33 Hönke and Müller, ‘Brokerage, Intermediation, Translation’, 341; See, especially, Geertz, ‘The 

Javanese Kijaji’; Lindquist, ‘The Elementary School Teacher, the Thug and His Grandmother’; 

Lindquist, Xiang, and Yeoh, ‘Opening the Black Box of Migration’; Lindquist, ‘Of Figures and Types’; 

Also Meehan and Plonski, ‘Brokering the Margins’. 
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empirically substantiating it. 

I have presented an analysis of the life histories of two Sembakung Tidung 

brothers—each on one side of the Indonesia-Malaysia border—who came to 

position themselves as brokers between their settlements and the nation-states. 

First, I considered the life history of Pak Cik Ibrahim, a Malaysian citizen in 

Kalabakan, Sabah. I focused on how Pak Cik Ibrahim came to leverage his position 

in the civil service to expand citizenship preferentially to people in the Kalabakan 

area and, occasionally, across the border. In doing so, I showed that these people 

became citizens voluntarily, rather than necessarily, and thus sought the nation-

state. Secondly, I considered the life history of Haji Abdullah, a dual citizen based 

in Sungai Fatimah, North Kalimantan. I focused on how Haji Abdullah came to 

leverage his emerging economic distinction to appeal for government expansion 

to Sungai Fatimah, largely in the form of “development.” In doing so, I showed that 

collective hardship was explicable with reference to the absence of the state and 

could be attenuated by drawing the state in, thus warranting seeking the state. 

Thirdly, I considered the two life histories together. I focused on how the brothers’ 

seeking of their nation-states was consistent with their involvement in the illegality 

characteristic of borderlands. In doing so, I cast doubt on the common claim in the 

literature that the transgressive character of borderland life is threatening to the 

state. 

I have shown that relations between these communities and the nation-states 

newly theirs were forged through brokerage. In advancing this analysis, I have 

argued that people, presupposing the goodness of having a state, sought to 

establish positive relations with the nation-states in the absence of a meaningful 

impetus from the central government. It follows that illegality and seeking the 

state are compatible, since the brothers’ lives and ways of establishing these 

relations were inextricable from illegal activities. This chapter has supported my 

overall argument by laying to rest the common assumption that borderland 

“transgression” militates against the possibility of seeking the state, clearing the 

space for the rest of the thesis to unfold.
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4. Strictness 

In the previous chapter, I demonstrated that people have sought out the desirable 

nation-state since the second half of the twentieth century. I did not, however, 

consider the implications of an increasingly securitised borderland for a cross-

border people. To do so, in this chapter, I consider national divergence as a key 

consequence of the vernacular engagement with securitisation. 

I present an analysis of ordinary people’s engagements with national and border 

regimes that they often deem increasingly “strict.” I show that these engagements 

reveal an increasing necessity of everyday life being brought into relation with “the 

government” and a corresponding distancing from the national spaces from which 

one is excluded from citizenship. In advancing this analysis, I argue that people 

have increasingly acquiesced to the circumscription of their mobility by the 

international border in such a way that accords with their individual and collective 

priorities. It follows that border hardening, and the accompanying national 

sedentarisation with its profound consequences, cannot be reduced to the notion 

of arbitrary imposition. The chapter thus supports my overall argument by moving 

my analysis beyond a generic nation-state idea toward the particular nation-states 

with which people now feel compelled to engage. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider experiences of strictness at the 

border in relation to the maintenance of cross-border kinship. I focus on how, 

while people can still cross, strictness discourages them from doing so when 

brought to bear on certain values and priorities that they maintain. In doing so, I 

draw out the crucial vernacular dimension of newer regimes relating to mobility. 

Secondly, I consider strictness in relation to the maintenance of patterns of cross-

border trade. I focus on the exemplary Sesayap Tidung trade in crocodile products, 

now in seemingly terminal decline. In doing so, I show how, as the border hardens, 

long-standing cross-border livelihoods are giving way to other, often sedentary, 

strategies. Thirdly, I consider the desirability of Malaysian citizenship and the 

increasing difficulty of claiming it in strict times. I focus on how, while citizenship 

is now largely a settled question, important cross-border opportunities remain 

available to the region’s indigenous people not available to the same extent to 

migrants. In doing so, I draw out the emergence of a new everyday international 

relations with significant implications for Tidung thought. 

 

Security zone 

In this section, I consider experiences of strictness at the border in relation to the 

maintenance of cross-border kinship. I focus on how, while people can still cross, 

strictness discourages them from doing so when brought to bear on certain values 

and priorities that they maintain. In doing so, I draw out the crucial vernacular 
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dimension of newer regimes relating to mobility. 

As Nunukan and Sebatik have come to be imagined as a wild borderland, they 

have gained the joking nickname of “Texas” among local people. The region does 

bear important similarities to the US-Mexico borderland.1 Both are sites of 

extensive labour migration and smuggling, for example. This similarity lends a 

comparative significance to the argument concerning state-centricity. The 

common image of this region as unruly bears little relation to everyday life, 

however. The drama of notions such as “illegal weapons,” “smuggling” and 

“poaching” contrasts starkly with the lived reality of these abstractions: someone 

quietly eating turtle eggs during Eid al-Fitr, keeping a shotgun nestled away in a 

bedroom for hunting deer or, indeed, not wearing a helmet while driving a 

motorcycle. People live in the mundane fashion that they would anywhere. 

Collective trajectories and aspects of everyday life have, however, come to be 

shaped by government responses to supposed unruliness from afar. The 

borderland, in short, has been subject to a process of securitisation.2 

People on Nunukan and Sebatik recall that as recently as the early 2000s they 

travelled to Tawau with no need for documents or checking in at posts. Movement 

was, as they put it, “free” (bebas). For those whose livelihoods centred on this 

mobility, such as fishermen and traders, they might have made such trips daily. It 

is still the case that local solo travellers are often given leniency in taking their 

boats across the border, whereas groups are said to be treated with more suspicion. 

Yet, it is now far from uncommon for even these people to be brought in by 

immigration staff and questioned. As Andrew Carruthers recently wrote, noting 

that Bugis migrants concur with a characterisation of policing in terms of increased 

scope and brutality, a “former Bugis migrant [he] met in one of Nunukan’s karaoke 

bars told [him] that cross-border surveillance has intensified to such a degree that 

many Bugis migrants no longer consider traveling to Sabah.”3 I explore this 

dilemma—not merely of no longer travelling to Sabah but of no longer even 

considering it—in this chapter. 

People with experience working in Sabah almost invariably date what they term 

the increasingly “strict” (ketat) character of the border to the early-to-mid 2000s. 

For Daud, a lifelong crocodile hunter, Indonesia’s Megawati presidency marked 

the end of easy cross-border freedom of movement (1999-2001). For others, similar 

years can be mentioned depending on when they personally started noticing more 

guards, less leniency, and more “checking” in Sabah, which in turn depends on 

 
1 See, among others, Martínez, Border People. 
2 On securitisation, see, for example Pedersen and Holbraad, ‘Times of Security’; Jensen and 

Stepputat, ‘Notes on Securitization and Temporality’. 
3 Carruthers, ‘Policing Intensity’, 478. 
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their own mobility over time. The situation has only gotten stricter as time has 

gone on. Ceking is a loanword from the English “checking” that refers to the 

checking of identity documents that has become so common in Sabahan public 

space. Such checking is an instance of the proliferation of bordering on which 

much recent literature has focused.4 As in North Kalimantan, fixed and pop-up 

checkpoints with heavily armed guards characterise the major roads, with the 

Sabahan distinction being that the policing of undocumented migrants can be 

done at most any checkpoint regardless of primary purpose or, indeed, any public 

space at all. The sedentarisation of undocumented migrants is thus partly a 

function of the militarisation of Sabah’s east coast; one that further entrenches 

exploitation by curtailing labourers’ ability to abscond.5 

Several events have occurred around this period which have encouraged 

securitisation. These events include the: formation of Nunukan following the end 

of the New Order (1999), Nunukan mass deportation (2002), Ligitan and Sipadan 

decision (2002), Tarakan conflict (2010), formation of North Kalimantan (2012), 

and Lahad Datu conflict (2013). Other issues have hummed along in an ongoing 

manner: kidnappings and conflict in the southern Philippines, nascent border 

contests, terrorism throughout the archipelago, timber and other smuggling, 

illegal fishing from foreign vessels, labour migration, and an increasing national 

interest in developing peripheral regions. The region is also a major oil producer; 

this fact has encouraged central attention to such issues.6 

Of these events, one of the most significant incidents has been the Lahad Datu 

conflict and its aftermath. The Eastern Sabah Security Command, explicitly 

founded in response to the incident, uses a securitised borderland concept called 

the Eastern Sabah Security Zone.7 This zone covers the entire eastern coast of 

Sabah, including the Tawau region. The entire zone is considered to present a high 

risk of kidnapping and territorial incursion by armed militants from the southern 

Philippines. The fantasy of the borderland safety belt also comes and goes on the 

Kalimantese side.8 Eastern Sabah Security Command forces have proliferated 

throughout the region. Their officers often take issue with informal crossings. The 

Eastern Sabah Security Command has had profound implications for people of 

Sabah’s eastern periphery. It has been noted, for example, that the night-time boat 

curfews implemented through the initiative have curtailed the maritime gathering 

 
4 Johnson et al., ‘Interventions on Rethinking “the Border” in Border Studies’. 
5 On absconding, see Pye et al., ‘Precarious Lives’; Pye, ‘A Plantation Precariat’. 
6 See, for example, Wilson, ‘“Ethnic Outbidding” for Patronage’. 
7 This former is usually abbreviated to ESSCOM; the latter to ESSZONE. 
8 Eilenberg, At the Edges of States, chap. 7; Potter, ‘Resource Periphery, Corridor, Heartland’. 
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and fishing activities on which the livelihoods of Bajau and other peoples depend.9 

Indonesian security forces have also been ratcheted up on the outlying islands. 

This shift includes, especially, expanded navy capacities on, and increased patrols 

from, the outlying islands, principally Tarakan. A number of checkpoints have 

been established in Indonesian Sebatik, and on the mainland, but they are easily 

avoided by local people who do not much care for being pulled over. 

An increase in security forces has been accompanied by an increasingly strict 

attitude toward informal crossing. The number of arrests on the border and 

deportation of foreigners from Sabah have increased dramatically during the 

twenty-first century. At its peak, mass deportation flooded Nunukan Island with 

thousands of people at once, leading to a humanitarian crisis.10 Recent Malaysia-

wide immigration crackdowns have also occurred in Sabah, but they have faced 

considerable obstacles in the plantation setting.11 The foregoing is the context of 

my discussion in this chapter. 

Most people I know in the fieldsite are uninterested in making and using 

passports or even Border Crossing Passes (Pas Lintas Batas, PLB) because of the 

inconvenience and expense of doing so. They resent crossing formally because it is 

expensive, they must line up for a long time, they are asked intrusive questions by 

immigration officials, and their baggage incurs fees at the port. Numerous people 

can describe the same experiences at the Tawau port; certainly, I have noticed it as 

well. “I can’t be bothered going to the port”—Sofia, my host in Atap, would say 

whenever the topic arose—“and what’s the deal with them weighing our bags?” 

“Better just to fly,” she would often conclude. Yet, Putera, in Tideng Pale, who once 

travelled to Penang for medical treatment, has a bitter memory of an officer at the 

airport separating Indons out into a different line with a length of rattan, so 

airports are not necessarily better. For Indonesian Tidung, Tawau is, after all, “their 

village,” so the idea that others can determine their right to enter is often 

unsatisfactory. In short, to cross is now to cross informally. 

The problem with this decision is that Tidung people almost invariably 

stereotype themselves as risk-averse or fainthearted people (penakut, literally, 

cowards). While this is a stereotype, such assertions of collective character, which 

are also of an ethical nature, have a performative function and therefore are of 

considerable interpretive or explanatory value. Again, this “character” (sifat) has 

been contrasted to me with Bugis labour migrants, who, supposedly, are more 

 
9 Acciaioli, Brunt, and Clifton, ‘Foreigners Everywhere, Nationals Nowhere’. 
10 Ford, ‘After Nunukan’; Tirtosudarmo, ‘Cross-Border Migration in Indonesia and the Nunukan 

Tragedy’. 
11 Carruthers, ‘Clandestine Movement in the Indonesia-Malaysia Migration Corridor’. 
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willing to take on the risk.12 A common sentiment across both regions is, then, that 

people are now “scared” or at least “cannot be bothered” to cross the border. No 

matter how innocuous, informal crossing, as Aisyah put it, always carries risk with 

it. It is also an important ethical principle that one should not do things that one 

is hesitant about lest misfortune result, and this is especially the case for journeys 

(and, indeed, crocodile hunting). For people who are “risk-averse,” such 

injunctions have the straightforward implication that they are hesitant to cross 

because of the risk of arrest or, at least, humiliation and inconvenience at the hands 

of officials.13 So, they simply cross less often or stop crossing entirely. 

The following story exemplifies why people have become afraid to cross, since 

learning of events such as this one seriously puts people off crossing.14 One day in 

mid-2018, people on Sebatik received the news that a family member had passed 

away in Tanjung Batu in the Tawau region. The deceased person was the older 

sibling of the person recounting the story to me, whose family is spread across the 

Indonesian and Malaysian region. At the time, I was not in the region and so 

followed updates on WhatsApp before later following up in person. Five male 

family members, the youngest around fifteen years old, left from Sebatik to 

Tanjung Batu. Especially because the dead must be buried as soon as possible, they 

had no time to make border crossing documents in Nunukan (but their lack of 

documents was probably overdetermined, in accordance with the foregoing 

discussion). 

They arrived safely and spent a week in Tanjung Batu. On their return, however, 

they were intercepted and arrested by peninsula-origin officers working for the 

Eastern Sabah Security Command. They were swiftly taken to a jail in Tawau and 

strip-searched on entry. The officers, it was noted, were rude to them and 

inconsiderate of the fact that they were mourning. During this time, their extended 

family tried to arrange to have them released, although a family member was 

refused entry to the jail. A highly respected figure in Tawau tried to have them 

released to no avail. While Ujang Iman suggested that his relatives did, indeed, 

violate Malaysian sovereignty by crossing, he strongly disapproved of what he 

considered to be the cruelty of these officers. Others understood the crossing and 

arrests not as a national issue, but as the officers working in their own selfish 

interest, specifically by “seeking promotions” (cari pangkat, literally, seeking rank) 

at the expense of others. 

The person who secured their release after ten days in jail was someone known 

 
12 As has been put explicitly in Idrus, ‘Makkunrai Passimokolo’’; Cf. Carruthers, ‘Policing Intensity’. 
13 Cf., inter alia, Aretxaga, States of Terror, chap. 3; Reeves, Border Work, passim; Rogers, ‘The Work 

of Humiliation’; Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus, chap. 5. 
14 Cf. Chapter 1. 
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by the family: a superior officer in the Eastern Sabah Security Command who 

happened to be an Iban from Sarawak (not Merotai, in the accounts I was given).15 

Apparently, he told them that, had he not been able to secure their release, he 

would have smuggled them out somehow. The “arrogant” excess of the arresting 

officers was ascribed to them being from the peninsula. The Sarawak-origin officer 

noted that the latter had no sense of pity for people (isi perut, literally, stomach 

contents). At one point, he mentioned that he had two undocumented Indonesians 

for whom he cared at his own home. Had the family not been released, they 

apparently faced six months’ imprisonment and then deportation. If things had not 

panned out with this officer, however, the men would have had recourse to a 

relative employed in immigration. When they wanted to return to Sebatik, the 

same officer arranged their transport. They were received and assisted in the 

Malaysian part of the island by police officers until they crossed and made it home. 

Noteworthy here is that, in ideal-type terms, the family had certainly broken the 

law. Yet, this abstract fact is of little use in understanding the situation. 

The distinction between peninsular and Sabahan—in this case, East Malaysian 

generally—border guards features strongly in how local people understand 

enforcement. The former, with no sense of obligation to local people, are “wicked” 

(jahat). The latter are lenient, being enmeshed in kin relations, as well as ethnic 

and ethnohistorical affinities, with people across the border.16 In one conversation 

during which this incident was recounted, I mentioned that I know someone in 

Kalabakan who works for the Eastern Sabah Security Command and who is 

Malaysian by citizenship but was born in Indonesia. The narrator of the story, a 

relative of Ujang Iman’s, replied, exaggerating, that if this is how he treats people, 

perhaps he would be “speared” (ditombak) if he returned to his Indonesian village. 

Ujang Iman commented that people like that are “arrogant” (sombong). Both of 

these men suggested that if they had kin like that, they would effectively cut them 

out of their lives. The Eastern Sabah Security Command guard himself said to me 

that, while he might feel sorry for people who cross, he must arrest them as part of 

his job. 

It is not only at the border itself that strictness comes into play. Once in Tawau, 

the strictness is tedious: the exhaustive regulation of pubic space, the licences for 

various things, and, above all, the checking. Such everyday unpleasantness 

contributes to people not being bothered to travel and a profoundly anxious 

structure of feeling. While covert surveillance is, of course, common, my 

encounters with checkpoints and the like have always been smooth in Sabah. Yet, 

it is telling that when I was driving from Kalabakan to Tawau town with Pak Cik 

 
15 See Langub, ‘The Iban of Merotai’. 
16 See also Chapter 6. 
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Ibrahim, and we saw that we were going to be pulled over, he sternly instructed 

me to feign incompetence in Malay and speak only English. Pak Cik Ibrahim 

understands these encounters very well, and his recommendation speaks to the 

anxiety that they can nonetheless provoke. The officer gave me a formal fine in the 

rigid bureaucratic style for the car’s expired registration and told me to pass it on 

to the rental company. 

Border crossing stories with the trope of reconnecting with long-lost kin further 

demonstrate my argument here. This narrative is reasonably common, and most 

similar narratives that I have heard have involved travel to Sabah. Even Daud, 

whom I introduce below, gradually came to raise the issue with me as he noted 

that, had I been rich, together we could go to Brunei from where one of his 

ancestors migrated, and look for his living kin in the country’s “remote areas” 

(pelosok-pelosok). I focus here on an account from Ahmad spanning Sulu, Sabah 

and Kalimantan. Ahmad noted of Sabah: 

I have children there; five grandchildren in Lahad Datu; keponakan [nieces or 

nephews] in Kota Kinabalu. Over in Tawau, there’s my aunt and my first cousins. 

In Sandakan my first cousin; in Kota Kinabalu, there’s my first cousin; in 

Semporna there’s cousins. In the whole land of Sabah, there is nowhere without 

my first cousins. Some have become police officers. My father was one of 

thirteen siblings: four here in Borneo, so that means nine over there [in the 

Philippines]. 

The typical enumeration of kin in Sabah contains the similarly typical, but more 

remarkable, comment to the effect that some kin have become authority figures 

for the Sabah to which the speaker does not belong: here police, but also often 

soldiers, immigration officers, and so on. The comments further demonstrate the 

reality of the socio-spatial differentiation made by bordering—“four here” and 

“nine there”—albeit in an idiosyncratic way, since the “here and theres” rarely refer 

to the Philippines. Reminding himself of the following story upon talking about 

what “Filipinos are still looking for,” he told part of it as follows. 

Ahmad has a cousin in Tawi-Tawi who, he says, went in search for him on a 

journey from Sulu, through Sabah, and then to Nunukan. After the cousin’s visa 

expired in Nunukan, he got in touch with an immigration officer there whom he 

had come to know well, requesting that the officer assist in the search for Ahmad. 

The officer called someone he knew in Tarakan who, in turn, got in touch with 

Ahmad’s son-in-law. The following day, the son-in-law approached Ahmad to 

inform him that there was a Filipino looking for him. Phone calls were placed in 

the opposite direction, to the immigration officer, then to the relative now in Tawi-

Tawi, who now had Ahmad’s phone number and called him. They spoke for a 

couple of hours, and the cousin asked Ahmad why he had not yet come home. 
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Ahmad asked why he was being ordered to go home, since he had since become a 

Tidung and was no longer a Sulu.17 The cousin told him that his house in Sulu was 

now in disrepair and overrun with spiders. Frustrated, Ahmad told them that any 

of his family still there could have lived in the house, reminding his cousin that, 

having had fifteen children in Borneo (since some had not yet passed away), he 

now had “roots” (akar) there. 

Another cousin came searching for him from Zamboanga, stopping at relatives’ 

houses in Kota Kinabalu, then Sandakan, then Semporna, and then Tawau, where 

she took a formal boat to Tarakan. She had, Ahmad says, almost nothing with her, 

and was generally clueless. As it happened, on the boat she became friendly with 

some acquaintances of Ahmad’s family. Upon reaching immigration in Tarakan, 

she attracted some suspicion from the immigration officer due not only to being 

Filipino but also a solo woman; the officer questioned her purpose for coming. She 

told him that she was looking for her brother, but knew neither his name nor where 

he lived. The officer instructed one of her newfound acquaintances to take her to 

a rest house in Sebengkok, and they obliged him. She requested, instead, to stay 

with this acquaintance and, upon reaching his neighbourhood, she observed that 

it was a “white-collar area” (kampung orang pegawai, literally, “settlement of 

employees), where the doors of people’s houses were shut. She despaired at the 

likelihood of finding her brother and decided that she would return home the next 

day. Her host admonished her for wanting to give up; she explained that her father 

had also come in the 1960s and failed to find the person for whom she was looking; 

that numerous people had tried and all had failed. Yet, she had been instructed 

(diamanat) by her father and was supposed to find him. Her host called his nephew 

to the house and they planned to take her to the port the following day. But the 

cousin, looking at this nephew carefully, asked him how many siblings he had, to 

which he replied “ten.” “It makes sense,” she said in realisation, “that your father 

does not remember [visit, etc., i.e., ingat] his house and his village,” despite the 

wealth he had left behind: so many children are a lot to take care of. The host noted 

the reputed Filipino origin of the nephew’s father. The cousin asked the nephew 

about his parents, and the latter took the former to his house. On arrival, she went 

straight to the kitchen and hugged Ahmad’s wife, who went outside to Ahmad and 

reported that this person was treating her as if they had known each for a long 

time; that, perhaps, she had recognised her by smell. Ahmad asked her where she 

was from, and she recounted her journey, saying that she wanted to find her kin. 

He replied that he was willing to help her if she would only stay a few nights, asking 

whose descendants she was looking for. She gave a name, and he ruled out the 

 
17 Suluk; I use “Sulu” rather than “Suluk” throughout the thesis in accordance with standard English 

usage. 
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possibility of any such people being present on Tarakan—but named the Cotabato 

ancestor to whom he traced himself. Upon hearing this, she burst into tears. She 

called her husband and told him that she had found her kin, and that would spend, 

perhaps, one month in Indonesia. 

Discernible in this story is a feature typical to the “long-lost kin” trope: the 

numerous challenges to maintaining cross-border kinship and ethnicity. Here, 

again, is the national differentiation to which I have been referring. Of crucial 

importance is the idea that Ahmad has “roots” in the different territory and so it is 

“impossible” for him to return. Further, the aftermath of the Lahad Datu conflict 

is one reason that it is crucial to consider the Sulu factor in the social life of the 

region, even as the field site does not include it. The other reason is that, I have 

shown, Tidung history is entangled with the history of the Sulu zone.18 The above, 

in fact, helps to answer the question of whatever happened to the Tidung-Sulu 

connection which has eroded over the years. It is, in short, a more advanced case 

of the national differentiation addressed in this and the preceding chapter. 

In this section, I have drawn out the crucial vernacular dimension of newer 

regimes relating to mobility. I have done so by exploring encounters with strictness 

at the border in historical perspective. These examples have illustrated how, while 

people can still cross, strictness discourages them from doing so when brought to 

bear on certain values and priorities that they maintain. 

 

Worthless crocodiles 

In this section, I consider strictness in relation to the maintenance of patterns of 

cross-border trade. I focus on the exemplary Sesayap Tidung trade in crocodile 

products, now in seemingly terminal decline. In doing so, I show how, as the border 

hardens, long-standing cross-border livelihoods are giving way to other, often 

sedentary, strategies. 

Smuggling of all sorts of goods, from the mundane such as food and gas, the 

illegal such as turtle eggs and timber, to the fantastic such as guns and drugs, has 

long been a significant aspect of trade around northeast Borneo. This is still the 

case today.19 Indeed, where trade in Tawau has been mentioned in this thesis, 

much of it is informal and so could be considered smuggling. More generally, 

frontier and borderland livelihoods have long been central specifically to Tidung 

life. Because of their knowledge of the region and livelihood emphasis on fishing, 

 
18 See Chapter 2. 
19 Bakker and Crain, ‘Trade, Transnationalism and Ethnic Infighting’; Pauwelussen, ‘Amphibious 

Anthropology’; Obidzinski, ‘Logging in East Kalimantan’; Obidzinski, Andrianto, and Wijaya, 

‘Cross-Border Timber Trade in Indonesia’; Hidayat, ‘Kehutanan dan perdagangan kayu ilegal di 

Nunukan’. 
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some elderly Tidung recall specialising in transporting goods by smuggling 

(semokol, regional Malay, from the Dutch smokkel). Such memories go back to the 

mid-twentieth century. As Ahmad said: 

I would go to Malaysia in the British period. In one month I would go three 

times, smuggling goods; taking soap, coffee, pepper, … corn, birds’ nest. … I 

stopped going there to trade after I started a family in 1957. Then, I stopped, but 

I would often travel there, usually for up to three months … Since I’ve been old, 

I’ve stopped. … I haven’t even gone to Tawau for, I guess, two years. 

Smuggling is general to skilled seafarers in the region regardless of ethnicity. But 

smuggling for serious business purposes is done with boats, in contrast to the 

everyday consumer goods that characterise uplands smuggling. Often this is 

described as illegal; yet, the distinction between smuggling and exporting can be 

unclear. Emblematic of this fuzziness is the fact that on small boats and fishing 

trawlers alike, a common practice is to keep both Malaysian and Indonesian 

national flags on hand and swap them out depending on the maritime zone one is 

in. This practice is supposed to quell suspicions from border guards, but it is done 

even by crews with the proper permits. 

Informal crossings and smuggling trips are made by travelling along routes 

sociolinguistically designated as jalan tikus (literally, mouse tracks, rat paths, etc.). 

This term applies both to water and land routes. Such routes can simply be 

haphazard tracks in contrast to smooth roads. In the borderland, however, the 

term usually has the connotation of informal cross-border routes. In the Nunukan 

region, especially given the insular setting, use of the expression “pass around the 

side” to refer to informal crossing is ubiquitous (lewat samping; naik samping; lewat 

dalam; etc.). To cross formally, on the other hand, is to “go officially” or “take an 

official vessel” (naik resmi; naik rasmi). The latter term especially refers to the 

regular ships which run between Nunukan and Tawau, as well as the less frequent 

Tarakan-Tawau ships. Notable in relation to the Eastern Sabah Security Zone 

curfew is that informal routes, while spatial, has a certain temporality: one often 

goes via these routes at night or at another time when one is unlikely to be caught. 

There are a variety of informal routes which are commonly traversed.20 It is 

possible to go mostly overland in the Sungai Ular and other mainland areas, as I 

showed in Haji Abdullah’s account of the 1960s, as well as on Sebatik Island. Most 

routes, in any case, involve going by boat. One can go via several locations on 

Sebatik Island to Tawau, as with those who were arrested above. It is also possible 

to go via river to Kalabakan and other places, as in Pak Cik Ibrahim’s case when he 

 
20 For greater detail, see Carruthers, ‘Clandestine Movement in the Indonesia-Malaysia Migration 

Corridor’; Carruthers, ‘Policing Intensity’. 
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attended the funeral. The trip from Sungai Fatimah to Kalabakan can take as little 

one hour and a half. By comparison, a speedboat trip from Nunukan to Tarakan 

can take approximately three hours. Knowledge of the region’s geography is 

important for navigating these routes. Such knowledge can be picked up by Tidung 

men who, having lived their whole lives in the region, travel long distances in boats 

for fishing and trade. 

I consider the issue of cross-border trade over time here by focusing on an 

ethno-locally specific economic practice from Sesayap. Sesayap is a Tidung town 

on the Sesayap River, and its indigenous inhabitants are referred to as Sesayap 

Tidung (regardless of their present residence). In contrast to all other ethno-local 

Tidung groups, Sesayap men have long made their livelihoods out of hunting and 

trading crocodiles and their products. Some Sesayap Tidung men have also focused 

on hunting monitor lizards for their skins when it has been profitable to do so, but 

I will not focus on this practice here. Dedicated hunting trips can last for weeks or 

months, meaning living on boats for long periods of time. Kai Daud, one of the 

oldest hunters, joked that, because of this, he is “part-Bajau” (sepotong Bajau)—

people who are given the exonym in Tidung of “boat people” (ulun padau). Trips 

can take men extremely long distances, with some reputedly ending up as far as 

the west coast of Papua and the north coast of Australia. But the crocodile industry 

is fundamentally a borderland one. Hunting trips take men across the border to 

such regions as Sandakan and Keningau in Sabah. Much crocodile hunting is 

conducted in the Nunukan district, especially along the Sebuku River; the Sebuku 

is locally infamous for its frequency of crocodiles. Trading, moreover, involves 

smuggling crocodile products from Kalimantan to be sold on to patrons in Tawau. 

Crocodile hunting is a highly specialised activity. It is not exclusive to Sesayap 

Tidung, but few other peoples in the region have participated in it. Locally, there 

is, reputedly, a hunter and broker in the Bulungan region. (The practice is, 

however, common in eastern Indonesia and other regions.) While it is possible for 

a wide range of peoples to become involved in principle, there are a few decisive 

factors as to why it has been a Sesayap specialty. The practice closely aligns with 

the common stereotyping of Sesayap people as “brash” (kasar) in terms of their 

personalities and even linguistic isolect. They are “bold” (berani) as an extension 

of this character. It is important to acknowledge that crocodile hunters widely 

consider their speciality to be inferior to other ways of making a living. The money 

made from hunting is “hot money” (uang panas) because it is made from 

bloodshed. So, people involved in the trade will not get rich from it. They claim to 

have participated in it because they have not had other economic opportunities, as 

Kai Daud and others put it to me. There is, further, the secondary reason that 

crocodile hunting over time became a Sesayap tradition, involving specialised 
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knowledge not readily available to people in other settlements. 

Such knowledge includes, of course, how one goes about hunting crocodiles. 

Unlike deer or—for Christians—pigs, adult crocodiles are not hunted using guns 

but, rather, a straightforward set-up relying on a spear, in a manner common in 

other locations worldwide. Attached to the spear is a length of rope, at the end of 

which is a flotation device. The hunter spears the crocodile and, in effect, waits for 

it to drown. Tidung hunters do not eat crocodile meat; the practice is near-

exclusively for trade. The crocodile is skinned by the riverside—this is the main 

product—and, if it is male, its penis removed. The latter, if traded, is usually traded 

locally, in the main as fertility medicine for men. But it is the skin which is 

eventually to be smuggled, with its eventual destination—as an upscale handbag 

or some such, one supposes—unknown to hunters. 

In addition to adult crocodiles, infants are taken live, often in large numbers 

from their nesting place. These small crocodiles can be kept live at one’s home, as 

they are sold live and not for skin or other products. The first time I spoke with a 

specialist crocodile hunter in Sesayap—a much younger relative of Kai Daud’s—

within a few minutes of chatting he took me through to a back room with a bath 

in it. Instead of only water, however, inside were several baby crocodiles. It is 

typical to keep the babies in this way, regularly feeding them prawns and the like, 

until selling them on to the main broker before his departure to Sabah. The broker, 

to whom I will return shortly, has several large ponds in his backyard which can 

accommodate hundreds of baby crocodiles. 

Strict adherence to several usual taboos,21 as well as application of magical 

techniques, are crucial aspects of hunting. Sesayap hunters either claim no kin 

relations with crocodiles or that a taboo against killing them stemming from 

relations which might exist is inconsequential (and thus nullified as a taboo). 

When the broker, for example, first started hunting, his father warned him that 

doing so was forbidden because they had some ancestry from crocodiles. He 

continued to do so and, having now made an unproblematic life-long career in the 

trade, he has concluded that the crocodiles evidently “feel sorry” for him and are 

therefore willing to sacrifice themselves to him. Commands may be issued to the 

crocodiles in Arabic—to rise to the surface, for example—and other “mantras” 

drawn from the Quran are used for various purposes. Some hunters, as I will return 

to shortly, specialise in exacting revenge on crocodiles who have attacked people, 

for which application of their esoteric knowledge is essential. From the foregoing, 

it is clear that the borderland enters as a decisive factor in this scene precisely at 

the point of trade; so much for the practice of hunting in general terms. 

 
21 For example, relating to belah bambu, kempunan, et cetera; see also Chapter 7. 
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Kai Daud is one of the oldest and most renowned crocodile hunters in Sesayap 

town; I focus on some stories and information he and his kin relayed to me here. 

He has hunted since at least the 1960s. Around the Confrontation period, there 

were several Chinese patrons in Tawau—Daud recalls five—who would advance 

travel expenses to the hunters who would sell to them. This time, however, was a 

difficult time to cross the border because of the militarisation. During the 

Confrontation, Daud had sailed to Samarinda in search of crocodiles and so 

avoided the conflict to some extent. 

When hunting in parts of Indonesia to which he is a stranger, Daud claims that 

he asks permission from the local village head (kepala desa). Because his work is 

sanctioned by a local representative of the state, its “illegal” status is questionable. 

In Tidung regions, however, be they in Indonesia or Malaysia, he often simply 

“steals” (curi) or directly hunts the crocodiles because people apparently 

understand what he is doing. Daud claims he has never had troubles at the border 

but had a run-in with the law at least once. In the 1970s, when in a river looking 

for crocodiles, an officer approached him. The officer asked him what he was 

looking for, to which he frankly answered “crocodiles.” The officer then asked who 

had given him permission to do so, and he responded that his “stomach” had done 

so. The officer got angry with him being “smart,” reminding him that crocodiles 

are a protected species. Daud suggested that his work was “better than robbing” 

people; that “rather than taking what belongs to people,” it was preferable for him 

to “take what belongs to God.” Nonetheless, the officer sent him on his way. 

Daud and a significant number of other people do not understand why 

crocodiles are illegal to hunt. Their understanding of crocodiles in their ecological 

context is that they are threatening to people and should be managed. It is not just 

people involved in the trade who perceive a concerning rise in crocodile numbers 

in the wake of the decline of the industry. The views from crocodile hunters and 

from what they take to be conservation policy, therefore, are at odds with one 

another. In the latter, crocodiles should not be killed so as not to threaten their 

population, as if they are at risk of extinction. In the former, crocodiles should be 

killed because so as to be manageable and reduce risk to people, as if their numbers 

are set to increase far beyond acceptable limits. When I relayed to Daud that Pak 

Cik Ibrahim was resorting to poisoning crocodiles in Kalabakan, he noted that this 

is because crocodile products are now unsaleable.22 Similarly, news of someone 

being bitten by a crocodile commonly elicits comments that hunters are no longer 

active. In this vision, the crocodile trade contributes to ecological maintenance, 

and so the intent of the law is actualised through its violation. 

 
22 See also Chapter 7. 
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While difficulties in maintaining the trade were clearly present decades ago, 

they have increased recently. Related to these more recent difficulties, the 

specificity of the trade to Sesayap Tidung is important because it explains why they 

have had tense relations with Bugis over the matter. Contemporary hunters focus 

their searches on prawn ponds more so than on rivers. Such ponds have expanded 

massively throughout the outlying islands and along rivers. This development is 

part of a broader frontier in prawn aquaculture in East and North Kalimantan.23 As 

this frontier economy has boomed, crocodiles have increasingly converged around 

the ponds in search of food. Thus, hunters need to seek permission—as Kai Daud 

does with village heads when hunting in rivers—to take crocodiles from the ponds, 

almost all of which are owned by non-Tidung. Sometimes doing so is a 

straightforward matter; often, however, the owners are Bugis.24 It is here that a 

problem arises. Bugis owners often categorically forbid the killing of crocodiles 

because of their kinship with them.25 This is reminiscent of taboos against 

crocodile hunting among Iban people and the attendant difficulties as the ban 

against such hunting has recently been lifted in Sarawak. While the hunters I know 

concede that some crocodiles are people, or perhaps that crocodiles, in general, are 

related to people, they find the generality of these owners’ claims absurd. The 

personhood of a crocodile is, for hunters, easily tested by examining its claws: 

people have five fingers, whereas non-human crocodiles do not. In a lifetime of 

hunting, Daud has only encountered one crocodile who turned out to be a person, 

near Nunukan, and he did not kill it. 

The consequences of such difference are exemplified by the following incident. 

When looking for crocodiles somewhere in the Sei Manggaris region (very close to 

the border), Irfan, a hunter, was approached and questioned by an officer of the 

Mobile Brigade Corps (Korps Brigade Mobil, BRIMOB). Here, again, the presence 

of heavily armed police officers in the borderland is brought in relation to local 

livelihoods even in the absence of any cross-border movement. The officer, Irfan 

recalled, was Bugis and thus concerned about the people killing his kin: “do not 

kill [my] ancestor” (jangan bunuh nenek), he is reported to have said. He informed 

Irfan that hunting was forbidden and made him release all the crocodiles he had 

accumulated on the trip so far. Irfan returned in resignation to Sesayap town. 

 
23 See, for example, Gunawan and Visser, ‘Permeable Boundaries’; Gunawan et al., ‘Fisheries and 

Aquaculture-Based Livelihood Prospects in East Kalimantan’; Gunawan, ‘The Diversity of Fisheries 

Based Livelihoods in the Berau Delta’; Mikkelsen, ‘Ruined Pondscapes’; Timmer, ‘Being Seen like 

the State’. 
24 See also Mikkelsen, ‘Ruined Pondscapes’. 
25 Koch and Acciaioli, ‘The Monitor Twins’; Fauvel and Koch, ‘Zoo-Ethnological Observations in 

Southwest Sulawesi’. 
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Sometime later, the officer visited Irfan at his house in Sesayap, telling him that 

there had been a crocodile attack. Since some Sesayap hunters are willing to 

interrogate the crocodiles and exact revenge on the perpetrator, the officer had 

come to ask for help. The lack of reciprocity conveyed by the request led Irfan to 

reject the officer, who eventually had to seek assistance from another hunter. Like 

most in Sesayap, Irfan and his wife have since placed their emphasis on other 

activities, such as trapping deer. The latter remains a robust option because, while 

it is understood as illegal and they have occasionally run into difficulties, their 

ability to sell deer products depends neither on brokerage nor cross-border 

exportation, as they can sell products locally or in major settlements such as 

Malinau. This tension, at the intersection of the resource frontier, ethnicised 

regimes of strictness and ontological difference, has contributed to the decline of 

the industry. It is a part of the broader tension between indigenes and migrants 

which is a theme throughout this thesis. 

There are additional economic factors behind the declining practice. Hunters 

suggest that prices might have decreased because the broker has simply decided 

to pay less. Because he is the only person to whom they call sell in Sesayap, they 

rarely sell to other brokers and have little to no direct relations with patrons in 

Malaysia, this broker can pay as he wishes. In conversation with me, however, the 

broker said that price fluctuations had been driven by patrons and border guards. 

He claimed, perhaps exaggerating, that, nowadays, if he were to lose a single skin 

along the way, then he would not profit from a trip. Smaller profit margins have 

made the industry less attractive for him. 

In experts’ reflections, the fundamental reason that the trade has declined is 

because crocodile skins, and increasingly even baby crocodiles, are no longer 

saleable at an acceptable price (that is, ndak laku). Speculation over why this has 

been the case is telling. Kai Daud suggested that, over time, the “tax” (cukai) on 

their products has increased when they are taken to Malaysia. By this comment, 

he is referring to bribes paid to border guards along the way so as to ensure secure 

passage. Following this up, when I asked whether the crocodiles and their skins are 

indeed “taxed” (kena pajak), he answered in the affirmative. He is, of course, aware 

that hunting and trading are illegal. He does not use a term such as “bribe,” but 

one that refers to official tax, with the connotation in Indonesia of “excise.” In this 

vocabulary and general approach to trade, he does not posit the existence of an 

abstract, ideal state with neat laws; state and law exist through their concrete 

instantiations and people’s encounters with them. There is no difference between 

bribe and tax, or, indeed, between ransom money and securing the release of 
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migrants.26 They all involve payments to some functionary—backed up by threat 

of violence, humiliation and imprisonment—which ensure that affairs continue to 

operate smoothly.27 The increase in “taxes” has been prompted by the increasing 

securitisation of the border, with greater numbers of staff and patrols as well as a 

stricter attitude toward enforcement. 

Apparently, crocodile hunting was once attractive to nearly all Sesayap men. In 

recent years, however, the trade has all but ground to a halt. With decreasing prices 

and no nearby, trusted broker to whom they can sell, Sesayap hunters have 

stopped. The industry has declined to such an extent that recently Kai Daud cut 

his losses by releasing approximately seventy baby crocodiles he had been keeping 

back into the river. Given his age, he has now effectively retired. The Sesayap 

broker, similarly, has effectively ceased trade. It is as the border has hardened and 

livelihood orientations have turned inward to either Indonesia or Malaysia—but 

not both—that the trade of crocodiles has declined. It is noteworthy that bans on 

crocodile hunting have been lifted in East Malaysia in recent years. Buyers in Sabah 

also have, apparently, become more self-sufficient by relying on their own locally 

raised crocodiles. After all, this is, if not the only reason, then a major reason why 

buyers have purchased the baby crocodiles. The decline has, therefore, at least in 

part been a function of securitisation and the concomitant emergence of nationally 

territorialised economies. The case exemplifies the contradictions and balancing 

acts that are central to brokerage and smuggling. The border is important for the 

commodity chain, allowing only the bold to profit from the break-through 

economy.28 But too strict a border threatens the trade and livelihoods associated 

with it. 

Former crocodile hunters who have been able to afford to make swiftlet 

buildings are betting on them exceeding, or at least making up for, the closure of 

one economic option. Swiftlet nest production is appealing because it does not 

involve spending weeks at sea or, indeed, almost any difficult labour. The industry 

has taken off in Sesayap, just as in other Tidung settlements throughout 

Kalimantan. Daud and others’ grandchildren, and subsequent generations, are 

highly unlikely to become involved in the trade in any substantial way. These 

changes thus index, again, a broader transition toward wage labour. In this latter 

aspect, the border might offer new kinds of opportunities. 

In this section, I have shown how, as the border hardens, long-standing cross-

border livelihoods are giving way to other, often sedentary, strategies. I have done 

so by focusing on the exemplary Sesayap Tidung trade in crocodile products. This 

 
26 High, Fields of Desire, 89. 
27 Eilenberg, At the Edges of States, 231. 
28 See Taussig, The Magic of the State, chap. 5. 
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example has illustrated how the trade in crocodile products is now in seemingly 

terminal decline. 

 

Cemented citizenship 

In this section, I consider the desirability of Malaysian citizenship and the 

increasing difficulty of claiming it in strict times. I focus on how, while citizenship 

is now largely a settled question, important cross-border opportunities remain 

available to the region’s indigenous people not available to the same extent to 

migrants. In doing so, I draw out the emergence of a new everyday international 

relations with significant implications for Tidung thought. 

Alongside securitisation have been efforts to produce a national economy on 

the Indonesian side. Specifically, provincial and district government staff have 

been concerned to reduce people’s preference for the ringgit and Malaysian 

commodities. Local governments in Nunukan have tried to educate people on the 

correct use of money. A notice issued in 2017 and plastered in stores in the 

Nunukan district, for example, referred to “many public complaints relating to the 

ongoing presence of transactions using payments other than rupiah (ringgit), the 

widespread practice of giving monetary change in the form of candy, and the 

refusal by some business owners of coins.” It then reminded the reader that the use 

of the ringgit is illegal, and the other issues potentially illegal, alongside the hefty 

fines and prison terms to which offenders are subject. The notice refers to two 

other things: first, lollies are given as change in the amount equivalent to 1,000 

rupiah; and secondly, as in other peripheral parts of Indonesia, rupiah coins are 

either not considered money, or are simply unusable. For example, when I 

accompanied an elderly Nunukan man to a store in Medan during the 2017 

congress of the Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago29 and he was given 

change in coins, he simply left it with the cashier in bafflement—yet, he runs a 

small shop out of his home in Nunukan. 

Such efforts have gained little traction, however, as state illegality again 

demonstrates. When I paid my Indonesian motorcycle tax in Sungai Nyamuk in 

2017, for example, upon the staff telling me the price and me saying that I would 

have to go to get cash, the staff explicitly said that they would accept payment in 

ringgit if I had no rupiah; amused, but having no ringgit, I went to the bank. In 

2018 in Nunukan, however, I was not allowed to pay at all because I was not a 

citizen. This difference exemplifies the common frustration that regulations are 

always changing, and acquaintances in Nunukan were quick to suggest that the 

staff simply wanted to ask me for money. 

 
29 See Chapter 1. 
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The Malaysian origin of many commodities in North Kalimantan is an aspect of 

everyday life that is often remarked upon by unfamiliar commentators. Malaysian 

commodities are one of the most important ways that the border makes its way 

into everyday life in places at some remove from the border proper. They index not 

only the cosmopolitanism entailed by living nearby “other countries,” but also the 

liveliness that “Malaysia,” widely considered a prosperous state, emanates. 

Everything from gas bottles to clothes, from medicine to Malaysian-standard 

electrical sockets, can be sourced from Tawau. Goods are sourced from the 

Malaysian side because they are considered to be of higher quality than 

Indonesian-origin products. This widespread understanding has been a sore point 

for administrators who often consider it a national embarrassment. They have, 

therefore, gone as far as subsidising Indonesian products to encourage their 

purchase. 

Ambivalence shines through here, however. One example can be taken from the 

annual national Quranic recitals competition (Seleksi Tilawatil Quran) in Tarakan 

in 2017. With North Kalimantan on the symbolically important and nationally 

televised stage, the governor mentioned the local significance of Malaysian 

commodities in his opening speech. Noting that Malaysian origin has “become 

characteristic of souvenirs from Tarakan city, especially products from the food 

industry,” he declared that “surely, we must recognise that the quality is far better 

than products within the country, and [the products] are more delicious.” He thus 

encouraged his audience to “buy them as souvenirs, even though they are 

Malaysian products.” In doing so, he conveyed a near-universal sentiment among 

residents of the province. Yet, it is precisely through such assertions that the reality 

of being in Indonesia, of being set apart from Malaysia, is affirmed. 

While crocodile hunters and others trading locally sourced products across 

borders have suffered, such an inward orientation and the emergence of stark 

differences between the two nation-states raises the stakes of certain pursuits. For 

example, for Indonesians there are greater benefits in accessing Malaysian 

citizenship and, thereby, higher quality education and wage employment. The 

advantages and disadvantages of strictness, therefore, map onto the longer 

trajectory away from subsistence production and trade, toward monetisation and 

wage labour. Although indigenous peoples justifiably consider themselves to have 

become marginalised by migrants, being indigenous has certain advantages; by 

this, I mean advantages in borderland life, not only affirmative action and the like. 

Through their kin networks and knowledge of the region, Tidung have been able 

to avoid the worst excesses of migrant exploitation in Sabah. Further, transborder 

kin networks have proved advantageous in tapping into the magic of Malaysia. 

Indonesian Bugis might need to change their accent to avoid attracting suspicion 
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in Sabahan public space.30 Tidung, however, note that their “faces” and language 

are the same as those of local people, which makes things relatively easy for them; 

they are not merely “passporters” (orang pasport). 

Yusuf, a young man of Sungai Fatimah, has benefitted rather directly from these 

trends. Educated in Nunukan, he has both Malaysian and Indonesian citizen 

identity cards. The Nunukan-Kalabakan trip has become so routine for him that 

he is willing to make it at night or for relatively trivial reasons such as eating the 

commonly beloved durian fruit when it comes into season. Because he was known 

as someone who crossed often, he eventually picked up work as a broker (calo or, 

euphemistically, pengurus) transporting labour migrants. For these trips, he would 

charge upwards of 500,000 rupiah31 per person, which is far more expensive than 

formal options. When, on the odd occasion, they were questioned by an official, 

they would claim that the passengers were all kin. He was never arrested doing this 

work, but he has since stopped doing it, describing it as very risky and recalling 

that people he knows have been imprisoned for it. His dream for his eldest 

daughter is that she becomes a police officer in Indonesia or, as a fall-back option, 

a school teacher. He will have to have saved enough money to purchase the police 

officer position once she graduates from school, which is often quoted at 200 

million rupiah.32 Again, the same “contradictions” emerge: the unruly borderland 

dweller (supposedly a figure of resistance to the state) dreams of his daughter 

becoming a police officer (supposedly an expression of its sovereignty), where 

becoming a police officer is also contingent on illegality. 

A Nunukan Tidung consultant, Rizky, remembers frequently travelling to 

Tawau throughout his youth situates his own “IC” in relation to Project IC (in fact, 

his “IC” is a residency permit). His land in Sabah is in the name of a relative, and 

his siblings and their children live in Sabah. In 1978, he moved to Pasir Putih near 

Tawau town, an area with a significant Tidung population. Starting off working in 

logging companies, he moved to fishing and selling fish in Semporna, before 

focusing on his own oil palm and agarwood gardens to the present. This trajectory 

is fairly typical, as non-white collar workers find it increasingly difficult to secure 

wage work as they age, and can share profits to maintain their own gardens. It is 

usually also more profitable to have one’s own oil palm garden than to be a 

labourer on a plantation. Rizky continues to live between Hot Springs, Nunukan 

and Malaysian Sebatik. To cross, he simply takes his boat and goes around the side, 

but he sometimes checks in with border guards. They invariably wave him through 

because, he says, they know he is a local gardener (orang kebun). He does not want 

 
30 Carruthers, ‘Their Accent Would Betray Them’. 
31 ≈ AUD $50. 
32 ≈ AUD $20,000. 
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to try to attain full Malaysian citizenship out of concern that his Indonesian 

citizenship would then be revoked since he would then lose land that he owns in 

Indonesia. In this, he is not unique. 

Rizky recalls that Project IC came to the Tawau region in 1979. People 

understood to be working for the Sabah People’s United Front33 came to collect 

people’s information and take it to the National Registration Department. His “IC” 

was then issued by 1980. Project IC then supposedly stopped when Sabah People’s 

United Front lost the 1985 elections in Sabah. In accordance with the assumption 

that development amounts to increasing liveliness, he suggests that the origin of 

Project IC was that “Mahathir wanted the population of Malaysia to be 70 million 

by 2002.” It was important that the population of “Malays,” even if they were 

Christians, outnumbered the Chinese. Yet, in his recollection, securing votes for 

the ruling Malay party was only a secondary consideration. Newer rounds of mass 

registrations, he said, were not really part of Project IC but perhaps “late 

registration” of schoolchildren and others without documents of the type in which 

Pak Cik Ibrahim engaged.34 Project IC is, however, known to have continued under 

subsequent political parties. The strategy pursued has been described as an 

example of “when states prefer non-citizens over citizens.”35 These issues prompted 

the famous Commission of Enquiry on Immigrants in Sabah, through which the 

commissioners found “ample evidence to show that immigrants who were not 

Malaysian citizens, were issued blue ICs illegally by certain syndicates and/or 

individuals who thereafter registered themselves as voters”.36 Project IC “more 

likely than not” existed, they concluded.37 

While Project IC worked to formalise the status of people already present in 

Sabah, the ease of gaining citizenship and residency reputedly attracted people to 

come over from Indonesia. In accounts of some Tidung old enough to remember, 

it was at this point that the Bugis population of Tawau soared, although it is not 

the case that everyone was granted documents. Even if the timeframe is plausible, 

this memory need not be strictly true insofar as it points rather to a sense of being 

struck by massive demographic change. The fear of many Bugis being granted 

citizenship and gaining more political, economic and demographic control over 

the region is still evident today. Many are still resentful of Project IC, therefore, 

and James Chin has recently gone as far as to claim that such sentiment will now 

 
33 Parti Bersatu Rakyat Jelata Sabah, BERJAYA. 
34 see Shim et al., ‘Report of the Commission of Enquiry on Immigrants in Sabah’. 
35 Sadiq, ‘When States Prefer Non-Citizens over Citizens’. 
36 Shim et al., ‘Report of the Commission of Enquiry on Immigrants in Sabah’, 306. 
37 Shim et al., 300. 
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be a “permanent” feature of Sabahan politics.38 Tidung who have benefited from 

Project IC and similar mass registrations have found themselves in the odd position 

of being illegal immigrants formalised through a scandalous conspiracy, who are 

nonetheless indigenous Sabahans and therefore rightful citizens. 

Access to indices of citizenship, considered by so many to be citizenship proper 

that the Commissioners attempted to debunk the idea in their report, is shaped by 

the logic of the “real-but-fake” (asli tapi palsu, aspal).39 The previous chapter 

showed how Indonesian residents have been able to access citizenship on the other 

side through kin who are brokers, for example, which is a “formal” outcome of an 

“illegal” process. The various ways of getting an IC, be they legal, illegal or 

something else, are considered just that: ways of getting an IC and therefore 

becoming a citizen. Whatever the Commissioners said, it is difficult to imagine 

people suddenly forgetting their long-standing identification of citizenship with 

the IC. 

Some other methods are available for obtaining an IC. One option has been to 

purchase ICs directly from their owners. One middle-aged Sungai Fatimah man 

who moved from Kalabakan to marry will probably never reside in Sabah again 

because his IC was sold by a relative when he moved. The photograph was replaced, 

and the buyer attempted to use it to work; he was eventually found out, however. 

A similar option has been to use the documents of dead people. Conversations with 

older people suggest that this practice has been around for decades. Ujang Iman 

remarked that in the 1980s, it was possible to use birth certificates of dead people, 

but that he simply did not want to become a Malaysian citizen. One male 

consultant in Tideng Pale who spent approximately three years in the Tawau 

region during the Megawati years working in security, construction and public 

transportation used this method. Since the former IC holder died while still young, 

he did not even have to change the photograph. Although offered to purchase the 

accompanying birth certificate for 2,000 ringgit,40 he did not have enough money. 

The process is much easier if one has a Malaysian birth certificate that is not 

marked as a non-citizen certificate. Depending on one’s connections with 

authorities, it has previously been possible to obtain birth certificates through 

them. One consultant who now lives in Atap, for example, freed an undocumented 

young relative from jail by asking a friend in the navy to procure a birth certificate 

for him.  

Of course, the classic way to get an IC is through kin. Pak Cik Ibrahim’s Federal 

Land Development Authority-contracting older brother, Mansyur, who is only an 

 
38 Chin, ‘Sabah and Sarawak in the 14th General Election 2018’. 
39 See Ford and Lyons, ‘Travelling the Aspal Route’; Siegel, A New Criminal Type in Jakarta. 
40 ≈ AUD $600. 
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Indonesian citizen, is an example of this. His children are all Malaysian citizens, 

and all live in Sabah. If they were not born in Kalabakan, they were taken there 

within a few months of birth and birth certificates made with their father’s 

Malaysian-citizen siblings listed as the parents. For him, this puts the 

Malaysianness of his children beyond question, since, as he put it, they all have the 

“same bin” or surname. People mistake him for a Malaysian citizen, moreover, 

because all of his children and many of his other relatives are Malaysians and he 

has spent so much time there. 

Eka, an elderly Kalabakan woman, expressed dissatisfaction with her experience 

of being named as a relative so that people could access documents.41 She had 

herself listed as kin for a small handful of people. She considered herself to have 

been taken advantage of by people who simply wanted her to help them access ICs. 

Once they had gotten their ICs, they would “forget” about her as they sought work 

in distant towns. Forgetting about people with whom one has been friendly, and 

especially those who have helped one, is “arrogant,” and if there is one ethical 

injunction that my Tidung friends have given me, it is not to “forget” them. While 

she had effectively given them the gift of the IC, recipients often have not 

reciprocated by visiting her and performing counter-services. 

All this said, getting an IC is increasingly difficult. National Registration 

Department systems have themselves become strict. Pak Cik Ibrahim—the man to 

get people ICs—claims that he still has not made an IC for his last son because it 

would require a “DNA test” that he would not pass. He has resolved simply to wait 

for an operation to come to Kalabakan again, but this strategy has implications for 

the cross-border mobility of himself and his son in the meantime. While lacking 

an IC is not a major issue in itself, it takes on great significance in a context of 

increased strictness. Undocumented people in Sabah were tellingly referred to by 

Rizky as people who “cannot go to town.” A young Salimbatu-origin friend living 

on Tarakan, for example, has two brothers with ICs. Similar to Pak Cik Ibrahim 

and Haji Abdullah of the previous chapter, his parents lived in Kalabakan when the 

brothers were born, but he was born in Indonesia, and this fact is what determined 

their citizenship. When he went without permits to work as a cleaner for 

approximately one year while living with his brother on the peninsula, he was 

afraid to leave the house except to go to work. While his salary was higher, his 

experience was marked by boredom and fear. This issue of rarely leaving the house 

or plantation is a consistent theme in migrants’ memories of working in Malaysia. 

Furthermore, wages in North Kalimantan are very often no lower than those for 

non-citizens in Sabah. Even the minimum wage for citizens is often not paid in 

 
41 See also Chapter 6. 
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Sabah because it requires that one work a certain minimum number of days per 

month, so migrants are simply not employed for the minimum number of days. 

The context of strictness, therefore, is characterised by a mix of advantages and 

disadvantages; of risks and benefits. 

It is a rare border that makes its divisiveness immediately apparent to people.42 

I have suggested that, if the border divides people, then people also divide 

themselves with reference to the border. This division occurs, for the most part, 

slowly and unintentionally, in the course of people living their lives. Eventually, 

one realises that one has not gone back for decades and scarcely recognises kin and 

their settlements “over there.” One’s grandchildren have only the vaguest 

impression of the world beyond the border; a world to which they putatively 

belong. The profound effects of a subtle process are what justify the analytical 

categories “Sabahan” and “Kalimantese” Tidung, despite the relative absence of 

these categories from vernacular thought even now. 

In this section, I have drawn out the emergence of a new everyday international 

relations with significant implications for Tidung thought. I have done so by 

examining the emergence on a local scale of national economies and identities. 

This example has illustrated how, while citizenship is now largely a settled 

question, important cross-border opportunities remain available to the region’s 

indigenous people not available to the same extent to migrants. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often suggested that international borders are an 

arbitrary imposition onto the social lives of the people who come to inhabit the 

borderlands. As I highlighted in the introductory chapter, however, scholars have 

increasingly recognised that borders are not always considered arbitrary by 

borderland inhabitants, thus encouraging the exploration of how borders become 

real and meaningful for people. In this chapter, I have begun to embark on such an 

exploration. 

I have presented an analysis of ordinary people’s engagements with national and 

border regimes that they often deem increasingly “strict.” First, I considered 

experiences of strictness at the border in relation to the maintenance of cross-

border kinship. I focused on how, while people can still cross, strictness 

discourages them from doing so when brought to bear on certain values and 

priorities that they maintain. In doing so, I drew out the crucial vernacular 

dimension of newer regimes relating to mobility. Secondly, I considered strictness 

in relation to the maintenance of patterns of cross-border trade. I focused on the 

 
42 e.g., van Schendel, The Bengal Borderland, chap. 6. 
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exemplary Sesayap Tidung trade in crocodile products, now in seemingly terminal 

decline. In doing so, I showed how, as the border hardens, long-standing cross-

border livelihoods are giving way to other, often sedentary, strategies. Thirdly, I 

considered the desirability of Malaysian citizenship and the increasing difficulty of 

claiming it in strict times. I focused on how, while citizenship is now largely a 

settled question, important cross-border opportunities remain available to the 

region’s indigenous people not available to the same extent to migrants. In doing 

so, I drew out the emergence of a new everyday international relations with 

significant implications for Tidung thought. 

I have shown that these engagements reveal an increasing necessity of everyday 

life being brought into relation with “the government” and a corresponding 

distancing from the national spaces from which one is excluded from citizenship. 

In advancing this analysis, I have argued that people have increasingly acquiesced 

to the circumscription of their mobility by the international border in such a way 

that accords with their individual and collective priorities. It follows that border 

hardening, and the accompanying national sedentarisation with its profound 

consequences, cannot be reduced to the notion of arbitrary imposition. The 

chapter has thus supported my overall argument by moving my analysis beyond a 

generic nation-state idea toward the particular nation-states with which people 

now feel compelled to engage. 
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5. Us Dayaks 

In the previous chapter, I traced the hardening of an international border that had 

already attained social significance in Tidung life and thought. I did not, however, 

consider the implications of this material divergence on diverging conceptual 

repertoires, including those informing ethnic identification. To do so, in this 

chapter, I consider a novel register of ethnic identification particular to the 

Kalimantese side of the border.1 

I present an analysis of Kalimantese Tidung engagements with the putatively 

transnational ethnic category “Dayak.” I show that the category mediates the 

relation between the Indonesian nation and the Tidung collective, with 

implications for the self-imagining of the latter. In advancing this analysis, I argue 

that engagements with Dayakness in Kalimantan index a shift toward Indonesian 

registers of ethnic identification, to the exclusion of Sabah. It follows that ethnic 

categories frequently presented as transnational in vernacular and scholarly 

thought can be nationally bound. The chapter thus supports my overall argument 

by demonstrating that, with the blinders of strictness now in place, Kalimantese 

Tidung are reconfiguring their very selves in relation to the Indonesian nation. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider some contemporary 

conceptualisations of Dayakness among Kalimantese Tidung. I focus on the 

conceptual repertoire informing this controversial identification, involving a 

unified “island” of Kalimantan to which Dayaks are indigenous, and the inference 

that Tidung, as an indigenous people, might thus be Dayaks despite their Islam 

and culturally Malay attributes. In doing so, I elucidate novel reconfigurations of 

the Dayak-Malay distinction well known to scholarship. Secondly, I consider the 

ethnopolitical dimension of Dayak identification in Kalimantan. I focus on the 

instrumental advantages conferred by the identity, especially in relation to 

migration and communal conflict. In doing so, I draw out the limitation of such 

advantages to the Kalimantese context. Thirdly, I consider the apparent 

transnationality of pan-Dayak identities. I focus on the specificity of this register 

of identification to Kalimantan and its unintelligibility to Sabahan Tidung. In 

doing so, I encourage a departure from the transnational frame toward a 

consideration of the implications that seeking the state has for ethnic 

identification. 

 

Becoming Dayak, again 

In this section, I consider some contemporary conceptualisations of Dayakness 

 
1 An earlier version of this chapter was published as Bond, ‘Dayak Identification and Divergent 

Ethnogenesis among Tidung in North Kalimantan and Sabah’. 
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among Kalimantese Tidung. I focus on the conceptual repertoire informing this 

controversial identification, involving a unified “island” of Kalimantan to which 

Dayaks are indigenous, and the inference that Tidung, as an indigenous people, 

might thus be Dayaks despite their Islam and culturally Malay attributes. In doing 

so, I elucidate novel reconfigurations of the Dayak-Malay distinction well known 

to scholarship. 

My approach to cross-border ethnicity has a precedent in some approaches 

within borderlands studies. I take my cue from, among others, Mary Hawkins when 

she wrote that one could become Banjar and that to “be Banjar is to be not Dayak, 

and certainly not Bukit, but rather to belong to a region within Indonesia, to be a 

pious Moslem, and to be a citizen of the Indonesian State” (even if this formulation 

understates continuity with pre-national conceptions).2 The chapter lends support 

to Kenneth Sillander’s insight that: 

On both the lower and gradually emerging higher levels of identification, 

ethnicity in Borneo was and continues to be distinctively based on the 

articulation of place and politics, reflecting shared association with a particular 

or generalised location and locality-defined group. Group affiliation and group 

formation were fundamentally political, based on orientation towards local or 

regional centres of political and social gravity … This condition … resonates with 

an emerging generic Dayak identity predicated on aboriginality … .3 

While the topic is covered at length in the next chapter, it is useful in this 

context to introduce Malayness as a counterpart to Dayakness.4 In its most specific 

sense, which is largely irrelevant here, the term refers to an ethnic group primarily 

inhabiting the Malaysian peninsula, Sumatra and Riau. In its broadest sense, the 

term refers to the entire Malay world (alam Melayu), from the peninsula in the 

west through to eastern Indonesia. On Borneo, it often refers to the Muslim 

ethnicities associated with coastal sultanates, that is, coastal Malays (Melayu 

pesisir). Tidung, at least in principle, are one group of the latter. These two senses 

are the most important for the present case. In contrast to the borderland Sambas 

Malays of West Kalimantan, for example, Indonesian Tidung have increasingly 

been oriented toward Dayakness, rather than Malayness, as a trans-local ethnic 

category.5 This apparent re-orientation is surprising, given that W.F. Schneeberger 

noted that Tidung “proudly call[ed] themselves Orang Malayu”, or Malays, based 

 
2 Hawkins, ‘Becoming Banjar’, 34. 
3 Sillander, ‘Indigenous Micro-Ethnicity and Principles of Identification in Southeast Borneo’, 103; 

see also Sillander and Alexander, ‘Belonging in Borneo’. 
4 ‘Dayakness’ appears in the Indonesian literature as ‘ke-Dayak-an’; see Maunati, Identitas Dayak. 
5 See Mee, ‘A Traffic in Songket’; Mee, ‘Rowing “at Home” and “Away”’; cf. Ishikawa, Between 

Frontiers, chap. 8. 
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on his fieldwork conducted in 1939.6 

Several scholars have taken an interest in the shifting boundaries between 

Dayaks and Malays in contemporary Kalimantan, including with reference to novel 

Dayak identifications in the eastern regions.7 A book on “Dayak Islam” with 

reference to the Tidung has been published and contains a brief discussion of the 

topic.8 Rather than examining the emergence of these debates in the context of 

vernacular theories of ethnicity, however, the book simply assumes the validity of 

the Dayak Tidung ethnonym and a corresponding primordial Dayak ethnicity. The 

claim is therefore that “part of the Dayak Tidung community that is Muslim has 

dialectically moved toward identifying themselves as not Dayak anymore” and 

“prefer to call themselves ulun pagun.”9 This chapter makes clear that I disagree 

with such an account; the chapter clarifies the issue by presenting a more accurate 

account of these ethnic categories and the sequence in which they have emerged.  

The term Tidung is almost always held to have something to do with tidong, the 

word for mountain.10 Vernacular explanations for the link between mountains and 

the ethnicity are numerous, likely because there is little obvious reason why a 

lowland-dwelling people should be referred to in this way. To some extent, 

however, it is an exonym. When speaking Tidung, people do not use the term 

“Tidung” but rather “ulun pagun.” For many older Tidung, the term “Dayak” has 

not always been relevant, as ulun daud—that is, upstream people (Malay orang 

hulu)—was the term used, as, indeed, it still is. Insofar as living upstream means 

living in a longhouse or other non-village residential pattern, the term implicitly 

contrasts with ulun pagun; while such a residential distinction remains significant, 

in contemporary town life it has lost some of its salience. In everyday conversation 

conducted in Indonesian Malay, Tidung whom I know frequently use the term 

“Dayak” not to refer to a supra-ethnic category, but to a specific Dayak group. An 

interlocutor in Tideng Pale is perhaps referring to the Bulusu’, in Atap to the 

Agabag/Tenggalan, and in Malinau Seberang perhaps to the Lun Dayeh/Putuk.11 

 
6 Schneeberger, Contributions to the Ethnology of Central Northeast Borneo, 17; see also, e.g., Sather, 

‘Tidong’. 
7 Acciaioli and Reuter, ‘The Pan-Dayak Revitalisation Movement’; Chalmers, ‘Intersecting Islamic 

and Ethnic Identities in Kalimantan’; Chalmers, ‘The Dynamics of Conversion’; Sillander, ‘“Dayak” 

and “Malay” in Southeast Borneo’. 
8 Muthohar, Islam Dayak. 
9 Muthohar, 145. 
10 See also Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’; Cf. Appell, ‘Ethnic Groups in the 

Northeast Region of Indonesian Borneo and Their Social Organizations’. 
11 The following references are starting points only. Generally, see Appell, ‘Ethnic Groups in the 

Northeast Region of Indonesian Borneo and Their Social Organizations’; Rousseau, Central Borneo; 

on the Bulusu’, see Appell-Warren, Personhood, 160–61; Appell and Appell, ‘To Do Battle with the 
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Such usages are straightforward translations into Indonesian from the Tidung ulun 

daud. Similarly, their language is not referred to as “Tidung” but rather dagu pagun, 

the language of the ulun pagun, although the dialects are shared with upstream 

people. The contemporary linguistic and conceptual focus on Dayakness suggests 

a twist on the older toponymic exonym. 

Understandings of autochthony are formulated in line with the classically 

Austronesian logic of precedence.12 These understandings is brought into relation 

with contemporary issues of ethnicity, indigeneity and political systems.13 The 

typical Tidung vernacular theory of ethnicity centres on the concepts of origins 

(asal-usul) and ancestry or descent (keturunan). It implies that contemporary 

collectives have originated from apical ancestors. Tidung people, during my time 

in the region, have often treated their ethnohistory as an empirical question rather 

than a settled issue. The interest on the part of some in the origins of their people 

is a significant factor for the dynamics addressed here. Insofar as it is implicitly a 

question of whether Tidung are indigenous, or simply have a long-standing 

presence in the region, my discussion, based on all available evidence, assumes 

that this is the case. The Tidung claim to inclusion in the broader Dayak sphere is 

based on an argument that they have a shared ancestor or ancestors. As such, it is 

now possible to say that one is Dayak, but “just” lives on the coast and is “just” 

Muslim, that is, to write off as inconsequential the characteristics that in other 

settings and at other times might have been of decisive significance. The 

similarities between dialects also play a part in such an argument, but the claim 

cannot be formulated on the basis of a shared culture as this is plainly not the case. 

In the following introduction to his manuscript on Tidung ethnohistory, Amir 

Hamzah concisely expresses the basic syllogistic reasoning behind the Indonesian 

Tidung claim to Dayakness. After rhetorically asking whether Tidung are Dayak, 

he responds: 

What is clear is that Tidung is an indigenous tribe of the island of Kalimantan, 

while indigenous tribes on this island of Kalimantan are called Dayak or the 

Dayak nation. Why ‘nation’? Because Dayak consists of various tribes that are 

socioculturally related with one another, and every tribe is internally divided 

 

Spirits’; on the Agabag/Tenggalan, see Linder, ‘Precious Blood’; on the Lun Dayeh/Putuk, see Crain, 

‘The Lun Dayeh of Sabah, East Malaysia’; Sellato, ‘Social Organization, Settlement Patterns, and 

Ethnolinguistic Processes of Group Formation’. 
12 Fox, ‘Precedence in Perspective’. 
13 Cf., inter alia, Li, ‘Articulating Indigenous Identity in Indonesia’; McWilliam, ‘Marginal 

Governance in the Time of Pemekaran’; Palmer and McWilliam, ‘Ambivalent “Indigeneities” in an 

Independent Timor-Leste’; Pannell, ‘Histories of Diversity, Hierarchies of Unity’. 
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into various sub-tribes.14 

Indigenous Kalimantese are Dayaks, and Tidung are indigenous Kalimantese. The 

reader is then left to infer that Tidung might be Dayaks. This reasoning gets to the 

heart of the issue for many. It is clearly put in the expression I have heard on many 

occasions that “Indians are the Dayaks of America.”15 So, I get asked whether 

Australia has Dayaks and what they are like; those who watch the National 

Geographic channel note that this would be “the Aborigines.” This phenomenon 

has been documented previously in the literature: for many of my consultants, the 

term “Dayak” is a synonym for “indigenous.”16 Later in Amir Hamzah’s work, 

however, an attempt is made to encompass precedentially various Dayak and other 

groups under Tidung. The former are found to originate from the apical ancestor 

Aki Tidung. In this account, the issue covered here is inverted, and Dayaks are 

found actually to be Tidung. While this manoeuvre is idiosyncratic, there are other 

accounts that claim Tidung precedence in various ways, as well as terminology 

which subsumes ethnicities said to be of the same stock into Tidung (for example, 

“Tidung Berusu”). A favourite among some people I have known is pointing out 

that “Tidung” always comes first in “Tidung-Bulungan” since in Malay grammar 

this can indicate, aside from hybridity, Bulungan as a subset of Tidung. These 

concepts are less popular than the Dayak one, however. 

Indonesian Tidung who reject the claim to being Dayak emphasise the same 

things that are familiar from the literature. Even if they accept the argument that 

“Tidung come from Dayak,” they assert that this break is decisive. They emphasise 

their Islam, “advancement,” coastal homelands, and the cultural rift between the 

two groups. They downplay the issues seized upon by advocates of this emerging 

categorisation. In line with this, there also exists the idiosyncratic explanation that 

a Tidung will reject the identification as Dayak in proportion to the amount of non-

Tidung ancestors (s)he has. It should be clear by now that all Tidung have non-

Tidung ancestors; even an obscure “genealogy of the kings of Betayau” collected by 

M.H.A. Sitsen a century ago presents a parade of other ethnicities, including 

Bugis.17 

It is usually understood that cultural aspects such as Tidung ritual life and 

aesthetics are part of a broader Malay cultural matrix. This understanding 

occasionally leads to comments to the effect that Tidung are both Dayak and 

Malay. In general, the Malayness of Tidung is tacitly recognised. Despite these 

cultural similarities, however, it is uncommon to come across Tidung in Indonesia 

 
14 Hamzah, ‘Sekilas Mengenal Suku-Bangsa Tidung’, 3. 
15 cf. Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen, 53. 
16 regarding the term “Punan,” see Hoffman, The Punan. 
17 Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van Kempe Valk, Tillema’. 
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actively positioning themselves in a broader Malay world. As the next chapter 

brings out, Sabahan Tidung are far more likely to do this. 

Dayaks, I have shown, are treated as belonging to the “island” of Kalimatan. The 

insular basis for identity formation has a historical precedent in a dialectic between 

European categorisation and indigenous political organisation. The famous Dutch-

sponsored Tumbang Anoi meeting of 1894, which brought Dayak communities 

together to resolve intergroup disputes and situate them within the ambit of Dutch 

sovereignty, was a catalyst for the developments that have led to the contemporary 

articulation of pan-Dayakism.18 Cultural-political elites themselves subsequently 

came to theorise a superordinate ethnic category associated with the island. 

I have noted that an important resource for contemporary Tidung claims to 

Dayakness is an Austronesian historicity centred on origins. Tidung origin myths 

vary, but the main type concerns an ethnogenetic separation of downstream from 

upstream people, as elsewhere in Borneo.19 This account sometimes involves 

conversion to Islam involving an angel, spirit, extraordinarily powerful human or 

something of the sort that converts a proto-Tidung, religiously and therefore 

ethnically. This person subsequently disseminates the religion and introduces 

ethnic distinctions. There is a wide range of variants of the story, but the basic 

structure is the same.20 It is stressed here because of how it brings out a larger point 

about the Dayak question arising through vernacular theory. Further, it goes 

beyond the inadequate idea that ethnic identity is being manipulated by elites for 

political-economic ends. While this dynamic is not absent from the case, to focus 

on it would be to elide the current vernacular ethnohistorical debates. These 

debates substantially draw on and refer to stories such as this one as evidence 

concerning the Dayak question. 

These ethnohistories imply that Islam is inherent to being Tidung while 

suggesting continuity with a pre-Islamic time. The stories play out in a period 

when, to put it in local terms, Tidung were “still practising animism” (masih 

animisme). It is the period during which the more fantastic Tidung stories of 

immense power and gigantic ancestors play out. The genealogical emphasis of 

vernacular historiographic thought means that the possibility of proto-Tidung 

being something other than contemporary Tidung is already contained in these 

stories. As Pak Cik Ibrahim said, “properly speaking, there are no Tidung among 

the Tidung” (sebenarnya orang suku kaum Tidung ini dia tidak ada orang Tidung). 

This is an origin myth but, at least as presently told, it does not explicitly account 

for the origin of a Tidung adat in any systematic way. It is sufficient to connect 

 
18 van Klinken, ‘Dayak Ethnogenesis and Conservative Politics in Indonesia’s Outer Islands’. 
19 Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen, 56–60. 
20 Cf., e.g., Mustika, Ke Pulau Sebatik, 1:51–52; Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’, 250. 
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Tidung to Islam and then infer the moral, legal, cosmological, ritual, temporal, 

residential, and other details that would follow from a more than nominal 

adherence to it. Here one can note, for example, that the adat of the Punan of 

Sambaliung was neatly codified in the Dutch period.21 Reading the archival 

materials, one often gets the impression that Sitsen and his colleagues did not 

consider it worthwhile to talk about the Tidung. He took extensive notes on the 

adat of the non-Muslim peoples and none on that of the Tidung. So, one finds, on 

the one hand, much discussion of Bulungan because of political interests, and even 

more of the Dayak groups because of ethnological and security interests, but very 

little on the Tidung. On the other side of the new border, Mervyn Beech took 

Tidung people seriously but seemed to have published only a tiny fraction of what 

he documented. As in much of the thesis, then, a key theme here is the liminal 

status of the not-quite-Dayak and not-quite-Malay Tidung.22 

The following summary of the story comes from Faisal, the current village head 

of Kalabakan. The narrator considers Murut, Tidung, and other “non-migrant” 

peoples to fall into the overarching category of Malay. Keeping in mind the 

Sabahan setting, this notion is idiosyncratic in terms of the inclusion of interior-

dwelling non-Muslims as Malay, but not in terms of the absence of an overarching 

category of Dayak. 

The Tidung originated out of two people. These two explored all around: 

mountains, virgin forest, and the like. I am not sure which era or year. Once, 

these two people met someone they did not know with spiritual power who 

could make himself invisible. He said to them, ‘If you want to convert to Islam, 

join me.’ One wanted to do so and became a Tidung. When his little brother did 

not want to, the latter become a Murut. So, once the other had converted to 

Islam, he set about forming a community. 

In most accounts, the sibling who does not convert goes to live upriver while the 

other stays or the former stays while the latter goes to live downriver. Here it is 

clear that one of them becomes a Murut and not a Dayak. One becomes a Murut 

and one a Tidung out of an unspecified prior state that implies only Malay-world-

ness. The siblings do not start as autochthonous Muruts with one basically 

remaining Murut and the other becoming Tidung. While not discounting the 

possibility that versions in Indonesia are similar, in many Indonesian Tidung 

stories such as this, as well as general discourse, the people start out in their 

autochthonous state as Dayaks. One account from Tanah Merah, for example, is 

prefaced with the comment that “there was once a kingdom, but its people were 

 
21 Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van Kempe Valk, Tillema’. 
22 See van Gennep, The Rites of Passage. 
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still Dayak.” “The term Dayak,” the narrator specified, “is the international term,” 

whereas “the original is Agabag.” A consultant in Sengkong idiosyncratically 

innovates on this idea by suggesting that “the covenant between him and his 

teacher was Tidung, which meant ‘not to be repeated [tidak diulang].’” While this 

claim contrasts with virtually all other accounts of the origin of the word Tidung 

and hinges on a Malay term, it tellingly holds conversion—Islam and the memory 

of the pre-Islamic—to be inextricable from being Tidung.  

Ethnogenetic myths thus leave open a space for Tidung being more 

fundamentally, overarchingly or precedentially something other than Tidung. In 

Indonesia, this difference is often explicitly referred to in terms of them being or 

being like Dayaks. Some Tidung theories of their own ethnogenesis specifically 

centre on conversion to Islam, at which point Tidung as such come into existence. 

Yet, Islam is itself prefigured in the pre-Islamic time. The most exemplary 

demonstration of this is in the widespread story of a Tidung headman showing a 

missionary (pendakwah) figure how to slaughter tiny prawns such that they are 

halal for consumption. In short, then, the ancestral Dayaks were already proto-

Muslims who had attained a high degree of spiritual knowledge compatible with 

Islam. Hence my shaman friend’s repetitive reminders that they were “clean” 

(bersih), “knew themselves” (mengenal diri), and were therefore “spiritually 

powerful” (sakti-sakti). The implications for vernacular theory are significant. The 

Dayak-Malay distinction is difficult to maintain in this context. Here, really, is a 

kaleidoscopic vision of these categories rather than a linear historical trajectory. 

In this section, I have elucidated novel reconfigurations of the Dayak-Malay 

distinction well known to scholarship. I have done so by examining discourses of 

Dayak identity among Kalimantese Tidung. This example has illustrated the 

conceptual repertoire informing this controversial identification, involving a 

unified “island” of Kalimantan to which Dayaks are indigenous, and the inference 

that Tidung, as an indigenous people, might thus be Dayaks despite their Islam 

and culturally Malay attributes. 

 

Guests and hosts 

In this section, I consider the ethnopolitical dimension of Dayak identification in 

Kalimantan. I focus on the instrumental advantages conferred by the identity, 

especially in relation to migration and communal conflict. In doing so, I draw out 

the limitation of such advantages to the Kalimantese context. 

The claim to being Dayak is not reducible to political strategy and responses to 

external impositions. It is, however, pertinent to ask why the question matters to 

people. If Dayaks are taken to be the indigenous people of Kalimantan and Tidung 

are indigenous to Kalimantan, then it makes sense to position Tidung as Dayaks 
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where there is a felt need to assert indigeneity. Related to this, reflections on being 

Dayak have had implications for ethnopolitical organisation. The term Dayak 

Tidung is often associated with the Dayak Tidung Adat Council (Dewan Adat 

Dayak Tidung). It must be emphasised, however, that those identifying as Dayak, 

or reflecting on the possibility of being Dayak, do not necessarily have any interest 

in the organisation. The phenomenon is not entirely due to the organisation, as 

some claim. Bearing this in mind, in one of their pamphlets, it is explained: 

In the Dutch colonial period, the colonialist Dutch successfully severed the 

connections between the lives of the Dayak subgroups with the political strategy 

of divide-and-conquer, through tradition and religion, with the effect that 

people have become known as Dayak and Tidung distinctly from each other, 

even though both of them have the same ancestry. As such, the adat leaders 

developed a desire or intention to straighten out the history that Dayak and 

Tidung are siblings that originate from one ancestry, and so an adat meeting 

was held in Balikpapan [a major city of East Kalimantan] between the 

Kalimantan Dayak Adat Foundation [Lembaga Adat Dayak Kalimantan] and the 

Tarakan City Dayak Tidung Adat Foundation [Lembaga Adat Dayak Tidung Kota 

Tarakan]. From this meeting, an adat organisation was formed and given the 

name East Kalimantan Dayak Tidung Grand Adat Council [Dewan Adat Besar 

Dayak Tidung Kalimantan Timur] … Because Dayak Tidung rapidly grew in East 

Kalimantan and Kalimantan in general, this adat council is considered to be 

Kalimantan-wide.23 

Few other vernacular accounts would make this historical explanation, even as 

some trace terms such as “Dayak” to colonial government or encounters with white 

men. It is not that these people would disagree with it, but that they emphasise 

ethnoreligious difference rather than colonial machinations. Again, the passage 

similarly asserts that Tidung originate from a Dayak matrix while connecting 

Dayak and Tidung to the scale of Kalimantan. 

This case is comparable with the consolidation of pan-Dayak identity during 

and after Dayak-Madurese violence in West Kalimantan. This identity has become 

salient through conflict with migrant others. Not only Dayaks but non-Dayaks in 

that setting, Anika König writes, “viewed Dayaks as a pan-ethnic group which is 

indigenous to the island of Borneo, lays claims to Kalimantan territory and is 

willing to defend it and their adat—if necessary, by means of violence”.24 In times 

of especially heightened tension with migrants, this idea is precisely the one 

invoked in North Kalimantan, with threatening phrases such as “a second Sampit” 

 
23 Effendi, Ilik, 36. 
24 König, ‘Identity Constructions and Dayak Ethnic Strife in West Kalimantan’, 133. 
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used liberally. This understanding of the indigenous other, moreover, strongly 

resonates with my conversations with Bugis and other migrants in this region. 

In the Tidung case, the need to assert indigeneity arises primarily in the face of 

massive migration to the region’s outlying islands from Sulawesi. Many are anxious 

about the increasing political, economic and demographic dominance of people 

broadly termed Bugis (Tidung ulun begabol; literally, the people who wear 

sarongs). There is a common sentiment that the indigeneity of Tidung is being 

disrespected, overridden and denied by migrants and, to the extent that it has been 

captured by the latter, the government. Especially on Tarakan, tension between 

Tidung and Bugis still runs high and famously peaked in the conflict in September 

of 2010. Two scholarly descriptions of the conflict are notable.  

First, Chris Wilson has provided a good overview of the events and some of its 

important contextual factors, including the separate but rather similar preceding 

riot in Nunukan.25 As he outlines, the events precipitating the conflict were as 

follows: 

On the evening of Sunday 26 September 2010, a fight began between several 

members of the Tidung and Bugis Letta ethnic communities in a small village in 

Kelurahan Juata Permai in North Tarakan. A group of Letta youth, perhaps 

intoxicated with alcohol, sold a young Tidung man cigarettes, but refused to 

provide him with change and assaulted him. The young man returned to his 

parents’ home, allegedly with a slashed palm. His father, Abdullah, an imam and 

influential man in the Tidung community, returned and assaulted the Letta 

youth suspected of attacking his son, but was himself stabbed and died. The 

following day, a Tidung crowd gathered and Bugis families fled the area, with 

several houses ransacked and burned.26 

Tension and violent conflict then erupted on the island over the subsequent several 

days. 

Wilson breaks down several facets of Tidung marginalisation on Tarakan—in 

terms of demography, economy, land, politics, and crime—and comments on the 

role of ethnic organisations. The analytical conclusion drawn is that “the riot in 

Tarakan in September 2010 had as much to do with the use of this marginalization 

by ethnic organizations to access state patronage as it did with tension between 

the Tidung and the Letta”.27  

None of this is wrong, but nor does it reflect the understandings even of 

 
25 Wilson, ‘“Ethnic Outbidding” for Patronage’; see also Wilson, ‘Illiberal Democracy and Violent 

Conflict in Contemporary Indonesia’. 
26 Wilson, ‘“Ethnic Outbidding” for Patronage’, 112. 
27 Wilson, 128. 
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members of such organisations, which are drawn on to inform violent practice. It 

is here that Greg Acciaioli and Thomas Reuter’s manuscript complements the 

political-economic analysis. On this view, a “Dayakisation” of the Tidung can be 

linked to the conflict.28 Similar to the previous analysis, this one takes the claim to 

being Dayak as conferring a strategic advantage in such settings. It emphasises that 

everyday interethnic relations and the causal explanations provided by actors in 

conflict themselves must be taken seriously. 

I have been elaborating on those vernacular explanations in the present chapter. 

These explanations are framed, in the first instance, with regard to Tidung 

personhood. Narratives concerning wealth, as earlier in the thesis, express a theme 

that is pervasive to Tidung narratives of self in historical and cosmological context. 

Underlying one’s ordinariness or even deprivation, the theme goes, is a reserve of 

immense wealth and power. Starting out sedentary in a coffee shop with a mere 

seven ringgit, Hajah Siti of the first chapter found herself rapidly granted freedom 

of international movement—her “passport” was made in merely half an hour—and 

shown her actual right to the wealth of Brunei.  

Central to this theme, however, is the notion that immense power cannot be 

actualised except in the most extreme circumstances. (The English expression 

“hysterical strength” sums up the idea well.) Tidung people are “patient,” willing 

to let transgressions against them slide, and they have a cosmologically determined 

place in the world. As people say, however, “patience has its limits” (kesabaran ada 

batasnya). Elaborated out of this understanding is a historicised analysis of the 

limits of patience at a collective level. Take, for example, Pak Cik Ibrahim’s 

explanation, which was offered out of the blue during an interview on an unrelated 

topic: 

Tidung are gentle, polite, speak well, do not want to hurt other people, do not 

want to find fault in others; in fact, they always yield. But because the patience 

of Tidung is always tested … sometimes Tidung would rather withdraw than 

make noise and disturbance. But we must know that patient, honest and self-

effacing [ikhlas] people, if always hurt—always tested—if they react or lose 

patience, it’s on; it’ll hurt. It could be said that they do not realise what will 

happen. If they say white, then white; if black, then black. … Do not constantly 

make a Tidung lose their patience; do not constantly test them. True, they are 

gentle and polite. Once they start to rampage, it’s all over; for example, the 

fighting in Tarakan and Nunukan. From this, a true lesson can be learnt. … That 

is the homeland [tanah tumpah darah] of the Tidung people. We don’t want to 

remind people … but we still remember history lest it repeat itself, and we inflict 

 
28 Acciaioli and Reuter, ‘The Pan-Dayak Revitalisation Movement’. 
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pain, and each ethnic group over there [in Indonesia] does not respect and 

believe in each other. The Tidung attitude is not to get involved with whatever 

people are doing; whatever someone does to them, they do not want to turn on 

them, and even give in. But the ethnic groups which have come from all the far-

flung places have no respect, such that sometimes the constant patience of 

Tidung people is tested. From this emerged the fighting in Tarakan and 

Nunukan that, Alhamdulillah, could be brought under control. Sometimes, 

Tidung power [ilmu], … even I, a truly authentic Tidung, am surprised. That 

which helps us and makes us brave: where does it come from? Thinking about 

it, faith, patience, maybe that’s what makes us brave and firm such that Allah 

Subhanahu Wa Ta’ala helps us, lightening our bodies or—probably—there are 

mysterious things, things which are hidden [ghaib], or the very old ancestors 

who have disappeared re-emerge to help because they see us being afflicted, and 

all of this happens. So, I ask of the other ethnic groups, be careful, because 

Tidung people are gentle, speak well, and are polite, but don’t make them lose 

their patience. I ask, I appeal to all ethnicities, including those which have 

migrated from wherever—from whichever island—from everywhere—all at 

once: let’s respect, love and value the host. 

Framing interethnic relations in terms of hospitality has been common to all 

Kalimantese ethno-communal conflict since Sampit. The equivalent of “when in 

Rome, do as the Romans do” is a well-known expression throughout the region 

(that is, di mana bumi dipijak, di situ langit dijunjung). 

In the context of conflict, Bugis are, in a sense, the functional equivalent to the 

Madurese of West Kalimantan where the Tidung would be the functional 

equivalent of the local Malays (more so than local Dayaks). Both Tidung and Bugis 

are Muslim, but Tidung insist on distinguishing their Islam from that of the 

Bugis.29 The appearance in town of women wearing the niqab, et cetera, is a focal 

point of much anxious suspicion and not uncommonly associated with the 

demographic shifts which I have noted. 

The explanations of combatants and other Tarakan Tidung people almost 

always emphasise the moral-economic limit, its transgression and the ancestral 

response. Wilson noted that most “Tidung spoken to believe their show of force in 

September has sent a clear message that their toleration, particularly of crime, has 

limits”.30 Explaining this with the all-or-nothing cliché of “white, white; black, 

black” is very common. This sudden switch to blackness, moreover, is the point at 

which all that is mysterious and excessive, all that is “not of this era,” emerges. 

 
29 Tanasaldy, Regime Change and Ethnic Politics in Indonesia, chap. 7. 
30 Wilson, ‘“Ethnic Outbidding” for Patronage’, 128. 



132 

 

Tidung re-discover pan-Dayak solidarities and the “wondrous” or “awful” (ngeri) 

magico-military prowess that they have suppressed but remembered. 

Such explanations closely resemble indigenous explanations of the infamous 

conflicts in the western regions of Kalimantan. These explanations are not just 

interesting factoids, local narratives or cultural factors extraneous to the real 

business of explaining what really happened. They are, rather, performative and 

therefore correct in a literal sense—not to mention posited by people who are 

experts on their own conditions and to whose explanations scholars should, 

therefore, be compelled to defer. It is true in itself that the “community’s sense of 

marginalization and lawlessness in the face of frequent violent crime … does not 

constitute a sufficient cause of the events”.31 Considered in terms of the totality of 

Tidung historicity, however, it does. The mundane, but often overlooked, point is 

that people enact the narratives by which they live and are thus correct about their 

own explanations.32 For example, a close consultant in Tideng Pale who was a key 

player during the conflict, hosting dozens of followers in his home and funding 

weapons procurement at great expense, always offers the rather straightforward 

explanation that the conflict happened because Tidung were “tired.” This tiredness 

extends from seemingly trivial issues—people were sick of being ripped off at the 

Bugis-dominated port, for example—to more serious grievances, especially that 

people were and still are sick of “being killed by migrants.” During and subsequent 

to the conflict, he was able to consolidate himself as a man of prowess, picking up 

a position as a Dayak Tidung adat leader.33 With a few young Tidung men, he went 

to Central Kalimantan to study invulnerability and other magical techniques 

relevant to conflict with a non-Muslim expert. The emphasis these vernacular 

analyses place on limits, their transgression, and responding to transgression, 

carves out a certain moral economy in relation to resistance; an explanatory 

principle more than sufficient for the issues at hand. 

Notable here is the indignant observation among Tidung and other indigenous 

peoples that Bugis have increasingly captured the region’s state system. At first 

glance, this grievance is rather straightforward, touching on a perceived lack of 

formal political representation of indigenous peoples. Considering that the state-

system presents an avenue for access to wage work and patronage, moreover, the 

complaint concerns the closure of certain economic opportunities. But there is 

more to it than so many “factors” that add up to a status of “marginal.” It is apposite 

 
31 Wilson, 128. 
32 Most strikingly, Oesterheld, ‘Invoking Ne’ Rake’; Also, e.g., Bubandt, ‘Conspiracy Theories, 

Apocalyptic Narratives and the Discursive Construction of “the Violence in Maluku”’. 
33 Ryter, ‘Privateers, Politicians, Prowess and Power’; following Wolters, History, Culture, and 

Region in Southeast Asian Perspectives. 
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to recall that the Tarakan conflict was brought to a stop by state force. What 

happens when, as the Tidung combatants I know have remarked on, the police 

“take sides” (memihak), when the final arbiter is partial, when, even, the arbiter is 

one’s enemy?34 The pervasive grumbling about perceived overrepresentation of 

Bugis in the state-system, the occasionally actualised desire to carve out an 

indigenous-oriented administrative district, the efforts to ward off perceived Bugis 

encroachment, and the like, are even more significant in this sense. If the state 

cannot be resisted, indeed is irresistible, then Bugis’ capture of the state-system 

implies a definitive loss of Tidung power. This is why the observation is so scathing 

that in Tana Tidung, despite the fact that the district head and his vice-head have 

consistently been indigenous, a great number of their staffers have not been. 

Stories of Sampit, of course, suggest that the eruption of Dayak power could not 

be contained by the state; for example, the story of the headless people in the 

containers.35 

There is a certain instrumental benefit of these shifts, especially in conflictual 

settings, both among cultural-political elites and ordinary people. The myth of the 

primitive savage has, after all, long been a strategic one.36 The observation made 

in both papers of the role of the heavily tattooed Udin Balok, known as Panglima 

Kumbang, in the Tarakan conflict is significant, even if my host insisted that in fact 

he “has nothing” and merely “stayed in the hotel” during the fighting. The various 

semi-mythical “commanders” (panglima) have appeared in Dayak conflicts, and 

archetypically in Sampit. Meanwhile, contemporary Tidung war and most other 

magic is usually performed in the esoteric Islamic idiom typical of Malay peoples. 

In this sense, ethnic conflict has discursively, imaginatively and mythologically 

drawn Indonesian Tidung further into the aggressive assertions of autochthony 

that characterise contemporary Dayak ethnopolitics.37 It is important, however, 

not to downplay the fact that Indonesian Tidung are having genuine debates over 

their ethnohistory that are framed in the terms spelled out in this chapter. Even in 

conflictual settings, the latter is noticeable. 

A fact congruent with my and others’ arguments is that Tidung fighters came to 

Tarakan from far and wide within North Kalimantan, but people did not come from 

Sabah. Compounding the territorial separation are, somewhat ironically, the new 

telecommunications systems. As I have seen on three separate occasions in North 

 
34 Cf. Henley, ‘Conflict, Justice, and the Stranger-King’. 
35 This is a widespread story according to which, among other versions, people were evacuated from 

the region in shipping containers but found decapitated in the containers upon arrival at the place 

to which they were evacuated, etc. 
36 Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen, 87. 
37 Acciaioli and Reuter, ‘The Pan-Dayak Revitalisation Movement’. 
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Kalimantan in 2017 alone (concerning incidents in the Tanjung Palas, Malinau and 

Tarakan regions in July, September and October, respectively), at any hint of 

communal conflict a flurry of phone calls is made around the province alerting and 

potentially mobilising people. Yet, few people further south than Nunukan are 

familiar with Malaysia’s international caller code. In other words, the division 

pertinent to this process comes about through connecting Indonesians with 

Indonesians and Malaysians with Malaysians but making fewer connections across 

the two. Yes, people use WhatsApp and other applications, but this can only 

achieve so much in the era of strictness. In the Eastern Sabah Security Zone era, 

the difficulty, even impossibility, of cross-border mobilisation has been cemented. 

While this chapter has not focused on the militant ethnic organisations that 

have been a focus in some recent work, it is worthwhile to comment on them 

here.38 There is a significant overlap between these organisations and the Tidung 

adat organisations in Indonesia.39 There are now two Tidung adat organisations in 

Indonesia which aim to encompass all Tidung in North Kalimantan; both are 

centred on Tarakan. While this rivalrous situation might be about differences in 

ethnohistorical opinion, it mostly has to do with political competition. The 

longest-standing organisation is the Dayak Tidung Adat Council. The newer 

organisation is the Ulun Pagun Tidung Adat Foundation (Lembaga Adat Tidung 

Ulun Pagun, LATUP), which came to prominence after the conflict. Both 

organisations have a stated aim of preserving and promoting Tidung culture and 

in fact do this, albeit through plainly invented tradition.40 A significant part of their 

activity, however, involves the management of the recurring threat of ethnic 

conflict in the province, often in collaboration with other adat organisations. In 

Sabah, the most prominent organisation is currently the Tidung Community 

Association of Tawau (Persatuan Komuniti Tidung Tawau, PAKOT).  

These organisations are, of course, relevant for identity. Some of the larger 

Indonesian organisations do not strive to forge pan-Dayak identities, but rather 

pan-Kalimantan identities with lengthy lists of qualifying ethnicities, including 

Dayak plus an assortment of coastal Malay groups. In other words, they are 

Kalimantese native organisations, rather than Dayak ones strictly speaking; in this 

context, identity categories such as the putera daerah (‘sons of the soil’) are 

particularly salient. At present, there is no connection between adat organisations 

 
38 Inter alia, Bakker, ‘Who Owns the Land?’; Bakker, ‘Illegality for the General Good?’; Bakker, 

‘Organized Violence and the State’; Barker, ‘From “Men of Prowess” to Religious Militias’; Wilson, 

Martial Arts and the Body Politic in Indonesia. 
39 Acciaioli and Reuter, ‘The Pan-Dayak Revitalisation Movement’; Bakker, ‘Illegality for the General 

Good?’ 
40 See Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions’. 
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in Sabah and North Kalimantan, and their organisational structures tend to mimic 

state administrative categories. Often there is little distinction between them and 

formal regional politics; for example, the current head of the Ulun Pagun Tidung 

Adat Foundation is also the district head of the Tana Tidung district. The head of 

the Tidung Community Association of Tawau is a significant political figure and 

lives in Kota Kinabalu for that reason; his knowledge of the Indonesian side is 

vanishingly thin. Significant differences come about along national lines. 

For all the above, however, Tidung in Malinau in September 2017 still 

threatened communal conflict with Dayaks after an interethnic shooting incident 

in the region. More generally, stereotypes, minor hostilities, and other issues are 

still present. Yet, the following metaphor is telling, as the world itself evidences the 

essential difference between Dayak and Tidung but also solidarity between them. 

Much as the “commanders” (panglima) distinguish indigenes from non-indigenes 

by smell, when Dayaks go hunting, pigs smell them and run away, while deer are 

undisturbed; conversely, when Tidung go hunting, deer smell them and run away, 

while pigs relax.41 When Tidung accidentally trap pigs, shoot the monkeys 

intruding on their gardens, or kill irritating snakes or dogs near their homes, for 

example, they are often inclined to go out of their way to give them to “inlanders” 

(orang darat), whether Dayak or not (Timorese or Toraja, for example). Building 

solidarity across indigenous Kalimantese peoples has frequent setbacks, but for 

Indonesian Tidung, there is an effort to forge such an interethnic consciousness. 

If there was something specifically Indonesian about the conflict, crucial for the 

analysis here is the fact that the ethnopolitical stakes of conflict do not seem to 

apply as much in Sabah. Sabahan Tidung, and indigenous Sabahans in general, 

articulate an anxiety about migration that closely resembles that of Indonesian 

Tidung. They also articulate a marginality in relation to the peninsula that is 

strikingly similar to that concerning the centre in North Kalimantan. The jump is 

not made from this to communal conflict, however. My consultants in Sabah are 

sometimes puzzled by the latent tendency toward communal conflict “on the other 

side,” and when I mention that one of the main functions of adat organisations in 

North Kalimantan is conflict management, both in terms of participating in 

conflict and mediating its resolution. In the present case, ethnic conflict and its 

associated ethnopolitics is basically an Indonesian phenomenon. 

Some brief comments on the Nunukan incident, a much smaller conflict which 

preceded the one in Tarakan, are worth making here. The incident had the usual 

elements of competition over government contracts and the Indigenous Peoples’ 

Union of Kalimantan interethnic organisation as a “fire tender.”42 The Nunukan 

 
41 e.g. Dove, ‘“New Barbarism” or Old Agency among the Dayak?’; König, ‘Smelling the Difference’. 
42 Brass, Theft of an Idol. 



136 

 

incident was a very rare case in which a woman took charge, whereas, on Tarakan, 

the domesticity of women who did not flee was emphasised, as they cared for male 

combatants. So, to take the example of my hosts on Tarakan, the sister and mother 

of the emerging big man mentioned above discuss the conflict largely in terms of 

how “full” the house was with his clients, memories of tending to wounded people 

and the like; in short, things within the house. This difference reproduces precisely 

the gendered division of space pervasive in Tidung life. 

While spirits reacted to these foreigner-enemies, Tidung rituals of annual and 

ad hoc sacrifice to ancestors have been increasingly appropriated by Indonesian 

administrative districts to pre-emptively ward off such problems. As Muhammad 

Arbain put it: 

In 2015, the City of Tarakan held a bekeparat [Malay cognate: kifarat] ritual by 

presenting the slaughter of a sacrificial animal, one buffalo, as a way of getting 

rid of bad tempers and disgraceful behaviour. Such that the community of Our 

Place, the City of Tarakan and surrounds could be secure, comfortable, affluent 

and prosperous, and strengthen kinship and family in the face of the hegemony 

of the community living in this beloved City of Tarakan.43  

The reference to the Letta or Bugis could not be more thinly veiled. The prevalence 

of such large-scale ritual has increased, famously in Tarakan and Tideng Pale, but 

also in various other parts of the province such as Bulungan proper.44 These major 

events are sometimes understood to stand for “all Tidung.” The rituals thus 

conjure, at the same time that they work to produce, a people as delineated by the 

administrative unit, and sometimes a coherent Tidung people that transcends 

locality—but not nation. 

When considered in relation to the extracting other (the Bugis, the state, et 

cetera), the enacted values of “patience” and “not making a fuss” are more 

comprehensively understood as generosity. This other is concerned to take, and 

one’s aim is not to cling to what one rightfully owns but, in the first instance, to 

ensure that one does not make a fuss—up to a certain limit. Understood this way, 

to claim that Bugis are “taking over” what is already understood properly to belong 

to Tidung is about demonstrating largesse as well as voicing grievances and 

reflecting on relations of power. The grievance does not concern taking as such, 

but taking too much without reciprocating. The recurring assertion that “Tidung 

own this” and that some other “does not own this,”45 when brought to bear on the 

 
43 Arbain, Buku Pintar Kebudayaan Tidung, 90. 
44 These have not been analysed in detail previously, but see Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the 

Tidung’; Sellato, ‘Sultans’ Palaces and Museums in Indonesian Borneo’. 
45 See, for example, Chapter 2. 
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actual situation in which others do the owning—of land, wealth, government, et 

cetera—persistently reiterates this implicit claim. Unlike the loss of wealth to 

another state for which the wealth is useless, this is a gift to others who put what 

has been given to use, and gifts demand counter-gifts. For his part, and reflecting 

a more general sentiment, Muhammad Arbain attempts to suggest that migrant 

prosperity-through-accumulation is made precisely out of indigenous mediocrity-

through-dispensation: 

The Tidung (Ulun Pagun) are … famous for being gentle and polite. Whoever 

comes to their village will certainly be received with good speech, gentleness 

and politeness. Their hearts are so good that they are even willing and ikhlas to 

lend a plot of land to the newcomers or migrants for building houses and 

gardening. This is proof of the size of the heart of the Tidung (Ulun Pagun) 

community. And Tidung (Ulun Pagun) are very much against taking things that 

they do not own or have a right to.46 

In this section, I have drawn out the limitations of the ethnopolitical advantages 

of being Dayak to the Kalimantese context. I have done so by attending to 

migration and ethno-communal conflict in relating to Tidung people in that 

context. These examples have illustrated the instrumental advantages conferred by 

the identity in the Kalimantese context. 

 

National transnationality 

In this section, I consider the apparent transnationality of pan-Dayak identities. I 

focus on the specificity of this register of identification to Kalimantan and its 

unintelligibility to Sabahan Tidung. In doing so, I encourage a departure from the 

transnational frame toward a consideration of the implications that seeking the 

state has for ethnic identification. 

Many contemporary Indonesians tend to posit insular monads in their imagined 

ethno-geographies. The imaginary of insular identity was a part of the formation 

of the Dayak as an ethnopolitical unit in the first place.47 If Dayaks are considered 

the people autochthonous to the island of Kalimantan, then a notion of such an 

island is significant to this way of thinking. 

Locality has long been significant for ethnicity on Borneo, as with most 

everywhere. Many ethnonyms are, in fact, ethnicised toponyms. Historically, 

Malays “often developed a mid-level identification as regional groups … based on 

association with the region’s sultanates.”48 In a long historical setting of diverse, 

 
46 Arbain, Buku Pintar Kebudayaan Tidung, 109–10. 
47 van Klinken, ‘Dayak Ethnogenesis and Conservative Politics in Indonesia’s Outer Islands’. 
48 Sillander, ‘Indigenous Micro-Ethnicity and Principles of Identification in Southeast Borneo’, 107. 
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locality-based micro-ethnicities and ethnicised polities, a Kalimantese claim to an 

encompassing insular ethnic identity would be highly innovative. In cosmopolitan 

times characterised by the dominance of the nation-state, however, it is pertinent 

to inquire into the basic point of reference for ethnicised localities. An important 

conceptual frame for ethnicity and its politics is the insular scale which has swept 

the archipelago, especially since the European period. Such “islands” are imagined 

and not pre-given. In the region at hand, Tarakan and other outlying islands are 

simply considered to be part of Kalimantan (Island). 

When explaining why they might identify as Dayak, a typical and telling 

comment from Indonesian Tidung goes along the lines of, “If I go to Jakarta and 

someone asks where I am from, they do not know what Tidung is, because they 

only associate Kalimantan with Dayaks.” They can also identify themselves to 

archipelagic others as Kalimantese, but the two are conceptualised as essentially 

the same. Tidung as a people are indeed obscure at virtually all scales beyond their 

region, despite, for example, the existence of Tidung Island near Jakarta. The 

interlocutory and relational aspects of ethnic identification here are clear. The key 

issue, though, is that in a setting of national modernity, Tidung have increasingly 

been drawn into relations for which the relevant ethnicised locality to articulate is 

the insular one, as with the hypothetical Jakartan above. In many contemporary 

settings, it simply makes no sense to identify as a downstream village-dweller. The 

insular scale assumes relational significance in the national ethnoscape, in which 

a Tidung is a person belonging to Kalimantan, as distinct from, for example, 

Sumatra or Sulawesi. The terminology in Sabah is different, where the term 

“Borneo island” or “Bornean archipelago” (kepulauan Borneo) is used. Indeed, the 

term “the island” is used in Kalabakan to refer specifically to Sebatik. Kalimantan 

as a place and as a quasi-ethnicity is clearly located in Indonesia. And Dayaks 

belong to Kalimantan, specifically. 

Elaborated out of this understanding is an emerging discursive inversion of 

classical patterns of marginality in which upstream peoples have been 

marginalised in relation to downstream centres of civilisation. While aspects of the 

usual primitivist discourse remain, according to which Dayaks are “living 

ancestors” and Tidung are not Dayak precisely because they are more modern and 

advanced, I have commonly come across expressions of wonder in relation to 

interior peoples.49 Since they did not convert to a world religion until much later 

than Tidung, they are often thought of as being closer to a cultural essence. Their 

authentic indigeneity is manifested in strong systems of adat, magic and 

formidable strength in war. This understanding is sometimes explicitly contrasted 
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to the decline of the awesome power of the Tidung rulers of the past. Rather than 

a sense of superiority in relation to upstream peoples, then, Tidung have a sense of 

marginality in relation to the centre as Outer Islanders, specifically as Kalimantese, 

which for many is to say “as Dayaks,” as well as in relation to migrants from 

Sulawesi. 

On the face of it, the pan-Dayak concept is a transnational one, with the term 

“transnational” taken to convey a transcendence of national space and 

categorisation. In Dave Lumenta’s paper on the Iban and Kenyah in Sarawak with 

regard to labour migration, it has been shown that Kalimantese migrants’ status as 

Indons can be downplayed by their hosts in favour of recognising a shared Dayak 

ethnicity.50 While Tidung do not have a culturally patterned tradition of 

migration,51 for undocumented Tidung travellers and migrants in Tidung regions 

of both Sabah and North Kalimantan, nationality is similarly unimportant. 

Similarly, Ju-Lan Thung, Yekti Maunati and Peter Kedit’s recent book on the 

construction of pan-Dayak identity has done much to contribute to the 

understanding of the phenomenon.52 In this work, the authors do a great deal to 

address the generality of what has elsewhere been referred to as an “emerging 

generic Dayak identity predicated on aboriginality”.53 They achieve this by 

documenting a variety of cases of Dayak identification and political organisation 

in Sarawak and several provinces of Kalimantan. The substantial divisions that 

being incorporated into different nation-states entail do not go unnoticed in the 

book.54 This chapter has been building on this by addressing, in an explicit way 

and with reference to a novel case, how these emerging identifications can just as 

easily be shaped by national imaginaries as by transnational ones. 

In the case at hand, the putatively transnational pan-Dayak concept is, in fact, 

an Indonesian phenomenon. I have not yet come across a Tidung claim to being 

Dayak in Sabah. When I pose the issue to people, it is usually met with indifference 

or puzzlement. As in North Kalimantan, the comment is occasionally made that 

these peoples have the same ancestry and so there is some connection. Yet, this 

understanding is not developed in such a way as it is in Indonesia, where it can be 

claimed that because of this Tidung are fundamentally Dayak. At least in part, this 

is because, for Tidung people I know in Sabah, Dayak is often not conceived of in 

 
50 Lumenta, ‘Towards Transnational Dayak Identities?’ 
51 Cf., for example, Kedit, Iban Bejalai; Salazar, ‘The (Im)Mobility of Merantau as a Sociocultural 

Practice in Indonesia’. 
52 Thung, Maunati, and Kedit, The (Re) Construction of the ‘Pan Dayak’ Identity in Kalimantan and 

Sarawak. 
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such an overarching way as it is in Kalimantan. Hence Clifford Sather’s comment 

on an earlier version of this chapter, based on half a century of ethnographic work 

in East Malaysia: 

In Sabah, not only with regard to the Tidung, but generally I would add, I have 

never heard native Sabahans refer to themselves, or to other native Sabahans as 

‘Dayaks.’ The term never seems to have gained any real salience in local 

ideologies of ethnicity. While Sabahans typically say that ‘Dayaks’ exist in 

Borneo, their original home, they are likely to add, is in Sarawak or perhaps 

Kalimantan.55  

While the concept might, in some very limited circumstances, have some purchase 

as a unifying ethnic category, certain categories are not assimilated to it, such as 

Kadazandusun. My Sabahan Tidung consultants have usually considered Dayak to 

include such groups as the Iban, and perhaps the Lun Dayeh and others further 

into the interior. In clear contrast to Kalimantan, Dayaks are usually considered 

differently from Muruts; the latter term rarely being used in lowland North 

Kalimantan in any case. 

The idea that Dayakness is conceptualised differently in different regions has 

much support in the literature. In Sarawak, the term tends to be associated with 

the Iban and Bidayuh, whereas the Orang Ulu are considered separately.56 The 

Sarawak case also shows that these identities are articulated in terms relevant to 

the encompassing nation: among Dayak associations, the ethnonym has “to do 

with the need for a label to ‘unite’ all non-Muslim indigenous people in Sarawak”.57 

Meanwhile, in the Sabahan setting, there are long-standing efforts to carve out 

Sabah as a unit of ethnopolitical identity. While there are inter-Dayak associations 

in the region, the idea of being Sabahan does not naturally lend itself to 

transnational pan-Dayakism. Outside of the Kalimantese setting, the term is 

clearly less general, rather taking on more specific denotations and connotations. 

The present case thus complements studies of Bornean identities and 

borderlands where cross-border ethnic groups assert an ethnopolitical 

transnationalism.58 While this might be the case for some peoples of the Bornean 

borderlands, many Tidung people whom I have come to know do not privilege 

their cross-border ethnicity over nationally bound registers of identification. 

Despite the dissatisfaction voiced with distant political centres, younger people 
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have increasingly embraced the idea of the nation in blatant and subtle ways, such 

as through participation in national ritual and the adoption of standard Indonesian 

Malay in North Kalimantan. People in both regions are subtly incorporated into 

imaginaries particular to certain states. In the Tidung case, divergent ethnogenesis 

is playing out for similar reasons, albeit in a different register. The divergent 

ethnogenesis of these chapters is a subtler process in which vernacular 

ethnohistorical theory between North Kalimantan and Sabah has drifted apart. 

More simply it is clear that—perhaps excluding Sebatik—people interact more 

with those in their own state-delimited region, and increasingly do so in the 

relevant national dialect of Malay. 

This case, therefore, lends nuance to the emerging study of transnationalism 

and ethnicity on Borneo by drawing attention to how transnational categories are 

themselves often nationally inflected.59 In Indonesia, the key category at hand is 

Dayak, rather than the Malay world concept that might be expected.60 At least 

some of the radical force in the pan-Dayak concept lies in its apparent forging of 

solidarity and identity beyond state categorisation. In this case, however, those 

working with a notion of pan-Dayakism are living in Indonesia, defining their 

claims in Indonesian nomenclature, organising only in Indonesia, and concerned 

with ethnopolitical issues that are largely specific to Indonesia. In this sense, it is 

at most a pan-Indonesian-Dayakism. As a cross-border view brings out, while it is 

clear that Tidung ethnopolitics in Indonesia resembles global indigenous 

discourse, there is a good deal of insight in the observation that these movements 

tend to be framed in distinctively national, Indonesian terms.61 While approaches 

invoking transnational ethnic consciousness could be applicable in other settings 

on Borneo, they do not completely capture the ethnic dynamics at hand. Because 

of the national delimitation of Dayak identification, these chapters suggest that 

Tidung are undergoing a process of divergent ethnogenesis along national lines. 

In this section, I have encouraged a departure from the transnational frame 

toward a consideration of the implications that seeking the state have for ethnic 

identification. I have done so by examining the significance of Dayak identification 

in Kalimantan and its insignificance in Sabah. This example has illustrated the 

specificity of this register of identification to Kalimantan and its unintelligibility to 

Sabahan Tidung. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often suggested that transnational ethnic 

 
59 Maunati, ‘Networking the Pan-Dayak’. 
60 Duile, ‘Being Dayak in West Kalimantan’; Cf. Mee, ‘A Traffic in Songket’. 
61 Bakker, ‘Illegality for the General Good?’ 
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categories persist in spite of national categorisations and thus undermine the 

nation-state. As I highlighted in the introductory chapter, however, scholars such 

as Madeleine Reeves have increasingly explored borderlands with a focus on a 

“progressive shifting of habitual geographies, practices, and registers of 

identification, such that social life is increasingly conducted and framed within the 

administrative and geographical confines of the nation state.”62 In this chapter, I 

have contributed to this effort. 

I have presented an analysis of Kalimantese Tidung engagements with the 

putatively transnational ethnic category “Dayak.” First, I considered some 

contemporary conceptualisations of Dayakness among Kalimantese Tidung. I 

focused on the conceptual repertoire informing this controversial identification, 

involving a unified “island” of Kalimantan to which Dayaks are indigenous, and the 

inference that Tidung, as an indigenous people, might thus be Dayaks despite their 

Islam and culturally Malay attributes. In doing so, I elucidated novel 

reconfigurations of the Dayak-Malay distinction well known to scholarship. 

Secondly, I considered the ethnopolitical dimension of Dayak identification in 

Kalimantan. I focused on the instrumental advantages conferred by the identity, 

especially in relation to migration and communal conflict. In doing so, I drew out 

the limitation of such advantages to the Kalimantese context. Thirdly, I considered 

the apparent transnationality of pan-Dayak identities. I focused on the specificity 

of this register of identification to Kalimantan and its unintelligibility to Sabahan 

Tidung. In doing so, I encouraged a departure from the transnational frame toward 

a consideration of the implications that seeking the state has for ethnic 

identification. 

I have shown that the category mediates the relation between the Indonesian 

nation and the Tidung collective, with implications for the self-imagining of the 

latter. In advancing this analysis, I have argued that engagements with Dayakness 

in Kalimantan index a shift toward Indonesian registers of ethnic identification, to 

the exclusion of Sabah. It follows that ethnic categories frequently presented as 

transnational in vernacular and scholarly thought can be nationally bound. The 

chapter has thus supported my overall argument by demonstrating that, with the 

blinders of strictness now in place, Kalimantese Tidung are reconfiguring their very 

selves in relation to the Indonesian nation. 

 
62 Reeves, ‘Intimate Militarism’, 47. 



143 

 

6. Those Malays 

In the previous chapter, I addressed Kalimantese Tidung engagements with 

Dayakness while describing Sabahans largely in terms of their lack of such 

engagement. I did not, however, consider the ethnicities with which Sabahan 

Tidung have, in fact, engaged. To do so, in this chapter, I consider Sabahan Tidung 

engagements with Malayness. 

I present an analysis of Sabahan Tidung engagements with the putatively 

transnational ethnic category “Malay.” I show that Sabahan Tidung implicitly posit 

a novel model of Malayness and therefore of “becoming Malay,” premised on a 

fundamental nationality of the Malay category. In advancing this analysis, I argue 

that engagements with Malayness in Sabah index a shift toward Sabahan registers 

of ethnic identification, to the exclusion of Indonesia. It follows that the common 

notion of the “cross-border ethnic group” does not adequately capture the 

dynamics of ethnicity in the Tidung Lands. The chapter thus supports my overall 

argument by elucidating the implications of seeking the state for ethnic 

identification. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider the spatial concept of an 

archipelagic Malay world in relation to which notions of Malayness are often 

formulated. I focus on the theme of the integrity of the Malay world. In doing so, I 

show that conceptions of a Malay world undivided by the nation-states are 

themselves informed by national discourses. Secondly, I consider how Sabahan 

Tidung engage with the nations of Indonesia, Malaysia and Sabah. I focus on such 

common notions as originating “from Indonesia” and belonging to Sabah. In doing 

so, I show how ethnic identities and notions of indigeneity are related to the 

nation. Thirdly, I consider how contemporary Sabahan Tidung might be 

“becoming Malay.” I focus on their implicit model of becoming Malay based on a 

relatively unique conception of what it is to be Malay. In doing so, I draw out how 

Sabahan Tidung might gradually become Malay in the nation-state context. 

 

The archipelago divided 

In this section, I consider the spatial concept of an archipelagic Malay world in 

relation to which notions of Malayness are often formulated. I focus on the theme 

of the integrity of the Malay world. In doing so, I show that conceptions of a Malay 

world undivided by the nation-states are themselves informed by national 

discourses.  

The borderland is a useful arena for studying contemporary Malayness and, 

conversely, Malayness is an ideal launching point for studying cross-border 

ethnicity. As Anthony Milner has suggested, “‘Malayness’ is shaped in one way or 

another by experience in different territorial states,” and “a transnational ‘Malay’ 
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consciousness continues to foster ambiguities and sometimes tension in border 

areas.”1 Malayness has frequently been framed in terms of its apparent 

transnationality. As in the Dayak case, however, the present chapter insists on the 

nationality of this transnational concept, for which there is some precedent in the 

literature. Lenore Lyons and Michele Ford, for example, have documented the 

privileging among Singaporean Malay men of their nationality over a transnational 

Malay masculinity.2 Further, while the literature on Bornean borderlands has often 

invoked the idea of Malaysia in a straightforward way, rarely has it considered how 

East Malaysians become Malaysian through the framework of their particular 

federal state. This process occurs in a context of overlapping and, occasionally, 

incompatible national frames.3 It is noteworthy, for example, that even citizens are 

required to carry a passport and clear immigration when moving between the 

states; Malaysian and Sabahan flags are flown side-by-side and their separate 

national days are commemorated; and that recent discussions of implementing a 

separate Sabahan IC have generally been enthusiastically supported.4 Border 

enforcement by Sabahan and peninsula officers, moreover, is clearly differentiated 

by local people.5 East Malaysians often explicitly reject the naïve descriptor 

“Malaysian,” and separatist discourse is ubiquitous. It is crucial to consider not only 

the federation but the particular state of Sabah, therefore, in the present 

discussion. 

The literature suggests that Malayness does have particular historical origins, 

but that there is no Malay essence beyond the ideology of one, and Malayness 

varies immensely. Rather than trying to force the concept into coherence, it is 

important to recall that a multiplicity of “other Malays” are brought in relation to 

the sphere of Malayness.6 These other Malays are important for understanding 

Malayness in general. Milner draws attention in this context to the multiplicity of 

ethnic identifications: “being ‘Malay’ as well as ‘Arab’ or ‘Melanau’ need not be 

viewed as contradictory if we cease to think of ‘Malay’ as an ethnicity”.7 Some 

Sabahan Tidung also suggest that Malay is not an ethnicity, but for different 

reasons. Malay ethnic discourse consistently raises the spectre of Malays 

 
1 Milner, The Malays, 17. 
2 Lyons and Ford, ‘Singaporean First’. 
3 Barlocco, Identity and the State in Malaysia; Chin, ‘Sabah and Sarawak in the 14th General Election 

2018’. 
4 On the latter, see Carruthers, ‘Sabah ICs for Sabahans’; Tangit, ‘Broader Identities in the Sabahan 

Ethnic Landscape’. 
5 See Chapter 4. 
6 See Kahn, Other Malays. 
7 Milner, The Malays, 237. 
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“disappearing.”8 The Tidung case inverts this issue by suggesting that they would 

disappear by becoming Malay. Approaches to understanding Malayness have 

largely been framed in positive terms. It is at this point that a complex discussion 

is invoked concerning the traits of Malayness. In the present case, however, 

Malayness is reckoned in terms of negativity, being marked by the absence or loss 

of distinguishing sociocultural features. Malayness itself has few or no defining 

qualities beyond Islam, with even this quality sometimes being mired in doubt. 

Recall that consultants of the previous chapter sometimes included non-Muslims 

in the category. 

Related to this elusiveness, the Malay language does not have a straightforward 

connection to Malayness as a category of identity for contemporary Tidung. The 

ascendance of the Malay language and corresponding decline in Murut/Tidung, 

however, mean that within the terms of the Malaysian constitution, Tidung are 

more Malay than they ever have been. Unlike the avoidance and suppression of 

these issues in Indonesia, the Malaysian constitution has it that “‘Malay’ means a 

person who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, 

conforms to Malay custom and (a) was before Merdeka [Independence] Day born 

in the Federation or in Singapore or born of parents one of whom was born in the 

Federation or in Singapore, or is on that day domiciled in the Federation or in 

Singapore; or (b) is the issue of such a person”.9 Note that the Independence Day 

cited here is years before the incorporation of the East Malaysian states which, in 

this as in so many other ways, are implicitly excluded from cultural citizenship in 

Malaysia.10 Malay, one man in Umas claimed, is merely a national lingua franca 

(bahasa perhubungan), whereas nations proper have their own languages. The 

standard Malay of Indonesia is “Indonesian” and, similarly, that in Malaysia has a 

national quality. Recall the trouble people have understanding that there is no such 

language as “Australian.” Sabahans, for whom the correlation between language 

and nation is at best imperfect, tend not to have this difficulty. I will return later 

to the sense in which ethnic distinctiveness fades into generic nation-ness as 

people only speak Malay. 

I have considered the significance of conversion to Islam for ethnicity.11 

Bulungan and Tidung are an uncommon case in the history of coastal Malay polity 

and identity formation. Where others consolidated Malay isolects and cultural 

features over centuries, Tidung underwent this process more rapidly.12 They 

 
8 Milner, The Malays. 
9 Federation of Malaysia, Constitution of Malaysia (2010 Reprint), 153. 
10 On cultural citizenship, see Rosaldo, ‘Cultural Citizenship and Educational Democracy’. 
11 See Chapters 2 and 5. 
12 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’; Sellato, Forest, Resources and People in Bulungan. 
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continue to speak Murut isolects with little influence from Malay. Yet, it is 

becoming common among young people to be fluent only in Malay, whereas it is 

exceedingly rare among anyone to be fluent only in Murut. I have commented on 

the Dayak-autochthony-magic-conflict-antiquity nexus. Shamanism is a telling 

domain here because it has basically “Dayak” elements reconfigured in a “Malay” 

idiom; most important is that the “language of the spirits,” the “archaic Tidung” 

uttered via the shaman and interpreted by their assistant, is usually said to be much 

like the languages of Berau and Brunei.13 Yet, these are isolects of Malay. They 

developed according to the usual trajectory of Malay state formation. One thus 

finds that the most authentic Tidung, the spirits who figure into the genealogies 

that are then brought into relation with ethnicity, are in some sense Malays. As in 

the previous chapter, therefore, it is difficult to delineate clearly the ethnic 

distinction which has, with reference to Borneo, commonly been called the 

“Dayak-Malay” distinction. 

Whereas in the previous chapter I examined the nationality of the putatively 

transnational concept of “the island,” with regard to Malay identity it is crucial to 

consider its archipelagic spatial referent. When people want to assert their 

precedence in relation to the nation-states, they can invoke an insular scale of 

Borneo, Kalimantan, or the Malay archipelago. They claim that these spaces existed 

as insular or archipelagic units before being divided up by the colonial states. In 

her first novel on her hometown of Malaysian Sebatik, for example, the Bugis 

author Nur Mustika stages an encounter between herself and a Tidung 

interlocutor. The latter’s discourse is clearly Malaysian, but he is familiar with 

Indonesian discourse in the Sebatik style. She asks about the origins of the Tidung, 

and he answers: 

‘It seems the Tidung originate from the Dayak; just that most Tidung are Muslim 

so we are not called Dayak,’ he answered. ‘The domain of the Tidung kingdom 

was once very large because its communities’ settlements were always shifting. 

Every Tidung king or leader governed in different regions. So, because of that, 

the concentration of Tidung government is in the regions of the Bulungan 

District, Malinau District, Tana Tidung District, Nunukan District namely the 

Sub-District Sembakung, Tarakan Municipality and other regions of Indonesia 

through to the southern region of the state of Sabah, Malaysia; including this, 

our island Sebatik,’ he explained. ‘Wow, the Tidung kingdom was large … The 

Tidung community matured in Malaysia and Indonesia,’ I said in surprise. 

‘Certainly. In fact, the Tidung did not mature in two countries; but matured and 

developed in the territory of the Malay Archipelago … Now the various islands 

 
13 Cf. Appell and Appell, ‘To Do Battle with the Spirits’. 
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of the Malay Archipelago are owned by different countries such as Indonesia, 

the Philippines, Brunei, Timor-Leste and Malaysia. However, you must 

remember that we have one origin, namely from the Malay Archipelago,’ he 

outlined in detail. ‘Why was the Malay Archipelago broken up? …’ … ‘This is the 

effect of colonisation. The colonisation of the Dutch, British and Japanese left 

behind scars and suffering in the history of the nation of the Malay Archipelago. 

It was colonisation, too, that extinguished the government of the Tidung 

kingdom,’ he explained with a very sad expression.14 

Putting aside some unrealistic notes (such as the old man’s supposedly “very sad” 

expression), this is a rather accurate representation. Here is an idiosyncratic 

reading in which the “Dayak origins” of Tidung become differently articulated in 

the Malaysian context. 

Such fantasies of archipelagic integrity, not so much trans- as pre-national, are 

common throughout the archipelago—not least in the case of the Confrontation.15 

The idea is at least as old as the fourteenth-century Palapa Oath, in which Gajah 

Mada would unite the archipelago.16 The task for my analysis is to identify the 

national specificity of these concepts of integrity. The word nusantara, referring to 

the archipelago of insular Southeast Asia, is as at least as old as Majapahit and so, 

on the face of it, need not differ nationally in the contemporary. Yet, for example, 

the national dictionary of Indonesia defines it as a “name for the entire territory of 

the Indonesian archipelago”; its Malaysian counterpart, on the other hand, gives 

the definition, “the Malay archipelago; the nusantara-ness of things related to the 

Nusantara.”17 (Note the contrast between the plain nationalism of Indonesia 

compared to the mediation of the nation by Malay ethnicity in the Malaysian case.) 

The crucial issue is how the nationalised archipelago concept is projected back in 

the vernacular assumption of a former archipelagic integrity as if the concept has 

not been nationalised. So, Indonesians and Malaysians alike can talk about a 

formerly “undivided” archipelago that was subsequently divided by the nations, 

but the nation is already prefigured in their different conceptions of what made up 

the pre-national space in the first place. Such conceptions are formulated out of 

public cultures, political ideologies, education systems and the like that are 

particular to their nations. Hence, for example, Greg Acciaioli’s claim that the 

“Indonesian state has managed to provide [an] essential notion of a shared culture 

by constructing the idea of a cultural substrate for all the people of the archipelago, 

 
14 Mustika, Ke Pulau Sebatik, 1:47–48. 
15 Evers, ‘Nusantara’. 
16 See Barker, ‘Guerilla Engineers’ which also notes some recent appropriations of the oath. 
17 Badan Pengembangan dan Pembinaan Bahasa, ‘Nusantara’; Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 

‘Nusantara’. 
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a putatively ancient pan-Indonesian tradition which has been subjected to ever 

greater realisation through the programs of cultural development conceived and 

implemented by the former New Order Government … as one of its development 

priorities.”18  

The idea of a “single origin” from a once-whole “Malay Archipelago” which was 

then “broken up” by “colonisation” invokes a largely Malaysian imagined ethno-

geography. Whereas in Kalimantan, in the beginning, there were only Dayaks, in 

the Malaysian region, in the beginning, there were only Malay-world-dwellers. The 

claim to precedence is also, as is typical, accompanied by an implicit claim to 

legitimate authority over the region. A typical account might support the idea that 

Tidung indeed have not “matured in Malaysia and Indonesia,” or that the ancestors 

of Kalabakan Tidung were, in most cases, never Indonesian. Yet, an ethnographic 

inclination compels attention to how people nonetheless invoke the idea of 

Indonesia for understanding themselves, to which I turn in the next section. 

In this section, I have explored the spatial concept of an archipelagic Malay 

world in relation to which notions of Malayness are often formulated. I have done 

so by examining discoursive practices which invoke the Malay world. These 

examples has illustrated conceptions of a Malay world undivided by the nation-

states, which are, themselves, informed by national discourses. 

 

Belonging to nations 

In this section, I consider how Sabahan Tidung engage with the nations of 

Indonesia, Malaysia and Sabah. I focus on such common notions as originating 

“from Indonesia” and belonging to Sabah. In doing so, I show how ethnic identities 

and notions of indigeneity are related to the nation.  

The notions of being both Indonesian and indigenous to Sabah are not 

necessarily contradictory. I focus on Kalabakan here, as it is perhaps the best place 

for learning about Malayness in relation to the nation. Most of the residents of 

Kalabakan are Malaysian citizens who have spent at least most of their lives in 

Sabah.19 Some of them occasionally visit family in Kalimantan. Many detest the 

supposed under-development there and would not consider living there 

permanently. Yet, on numerous occasions, people have told me—in their Sabahan 

accents—that they are “actually Indons.” This sense of Indonness is present even 

for those whose parents or grandparents obtained Malaysian citizenship during or 

subsequent to the Confrontation. These families were scarcely or never Indonesian 

in any meaningful sense. Almost everyone in Kalabakan, they might add, comes 

 
18 Acciaioli, ‘“Archipelagic Culture” as an Exclusionary Government Discourse in Indonesia’, 3. 
19 See also Chapters 1 and 3. 
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from Indonesia. Eka, who told me that “Malay is simply Malay,” also told me that, 

being an Indon, she moved to Sabah when she was young and “became indigenous 

to here” (jadi asli sini). Following the Confrontation, the Sabahan authorities made 

efforts to register people as citizens in Kalabakan and other settlements. Elderly 

people have come to understand the letters of registration (surat pendaftaran) they 

were given as ICs. The concept of the IC thus spans the various different identity 

cards that people have been given over the years (currently the MyKad). There are 

still people born stateless in the region; on the odd occasion, they end up having 

to “return” to an Indonesia they might have rarely even visited in order to make 

identity documents. 

Indons can differentiate themselves from, or be differentiated by, the minuscule 

population of autochthonous or “old” Kalabakan Tidung (the orang lama). The 

latter are simply people who claim precedence in relation to newcomer Tidung, 

most of whom are from the Sembakung region.20 The distinction should not be 

overdrawn, given the degree of migration and intermixing that has characterised 

this and other Tidung towns, but it is important nonetheless. Old Kalabakan 

Tidung usually understand that while they individually did not come from 

Indonesia, Tidung in general did, or at least what is now Indonesia; so did their 

own ancestors, therefore. In this sense, they claim to be “from Indonesia.” Old 

Kalabakan Tidung are not indifferent to the distinction but tend to be keen to 

emphasise a general Tidung category over one with elaborate internal 

differentiation. For example, when I first asked one of the old Kalabakan Tidung, 

Faisal, who has since become the Village Head, about Kalabakan’s historical 

connections with the Sembakung, he firmly reminded me that Tidung are simply 

Tidung, implying that I should not ask such poorly framed questions. This claim, 

in large part, is an instrumentally important one. To insist on a connection with 

“Indonesia,” as most people in fact do, is implicitly to question the nationalised 

indigeneity of Sabahan Tidung in general—except, that is, where a distinction is 

made between old-timers and newcomers. Such a distinction is socially 

incongruous, not the kind of distinction that people find all that relevant and, 

importantly, is difficult to maintain in the face of intermarriage. Pak Cik Taufiq, an 

Old Kalabakan Tidung, nonetheless noted in private to me that, ultimately, the 

old-timers keep it in the back of their minds. Sabahan Tidung commentaries on 

their nationality mirror more general Tidung commentaries on ethnicity. Descent 

and notions of what one once was figure prominently in both. Sabahan Tidung can 

consider an Indonesianness to inhere in themselves in the same way many 

Kalimantese Tidung consider a Dayakness to inhere in themselves. They are, 

 
20 see Fox, ‘Precedence in Perspective’. 
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nonetheless, proper Malaysians and proper Sabahans. 

Once people are recognised as Malaysian citizens, it is rare for them to return 

to live in Indonesia. Those who do so often live between the two regions, especially 

those with citizenship in both countries. This settling occurs despite people’s 

enduring affection for their home villages and their kin who live in them. Such 

affection is evidenced through plain acknowledgement as well as through 

returning for Eid al-Fitr, life course rituals, and more general visits. Overriding this 

affection, however, is the consideration that the general developmental conditions 

of Sabah are simply better for themselves and their children. Employment and 

business opportunities, in particular, but also education, healthcare, governance, 

and infrastructure are often pointed out. This view, of course, is shared across the 

border: “Malaysia,” as an elderly Nunukan man put it to me, “is the country of 

prosperity” (negara kemakmuran). Had things turned out so that Nunukan was 

incorporated into Sabah, that would have been all right with him. The life history 

of a returned Sembakung Tidung migrant gives a telling example. He had spent 

over twenty years in Sabah, much of it involving considerable hardship. On hearing 

his story, I asked whether Malaysia or Indonesia is better. He replied that if things 

are good thirty per cent of the time in Indonesia, they are good ten per cent of the 

time in Malaysia. Yet, he later went on to say that had he gotten citizenship, he 

never would have returned. The sentiment is typical. While Indonesians working 

in Sabah might stay for years, decades, or permanently, a typical visit to 

Kalimantan will last for at most a few weeks. 

Intra-state mobility is common and enduring cross-border relations should not 

be overlooked. It has become rare, however, for some Sabahans even to visit 

Kalimantan, as many have tired of border crossing in the face of what I called 

earlier “strictness.”21 Consequently, people have many kin in Kalimantan whom 

they “do not know” or “could not recognise” (ndak kenal). Such people are kin in 

principle but not in practice.22 This is significant in itself, but also extends to such 

practical problems as not knowing many people who could help them if they were 

to encounter difficulties when crossing informally. Recall, moreover, that it is 

Sabahans who are peripheral to their broader kin networks and the Tidung world. 

If this is the beginning of a kind of “divergent ethnogenesis” in the abstract sense 

of ethnicity, this process is occurring alongside more concrete interpersonal 

separations that, in turn, are consolidating such an ethnic divergence. Here, again, 

borderland regimes of strictness are shaping collective identities. 

Tidung can claim to be indigenous to one or the other region, both, or neither. 

This variation is a matter of emphasis rather than exclusive categorisation. The 

 
21 See Chapter 4. 
22 See Carsten, The Heat of the Hearth. 
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latter is a more serious claim to not being encapsulated by either state on the basis 

of the precedence of Tidung polities and communities. I have repeatedly come 

across the blunt assertion that people who say that Tidung are from Indonesia are 

mistaken, as Tidung predated the nation-states. Such a claim, however, must 

culminate in the historical fact that Tidung were “split” by the border. The claim is 

thus not especially unique, insofar as it collapses Tidung ethno-local multiplicity 

into two nationalised categories. From this distinction, it is possible to infer the 

analytical categories of Sabahan and Kalimantese Tidung to which I will return 

below. It is these newer and broader scales that have become increasingly salient 

for people. The idea of Malaysia is, in my experience, more clearly and frequently 

invoked by Indonesians, be they Tidung or otherwise. When Kalimantese in this 

region say that they are “going to Malaysia,” they are usually referring to East 

Malaysia. When their Sabahan counterparts say the same thing, they are referring 

to the peninsula (semenanjung). This peninsula is both a concrete place and a 

metaphor for a distant centre of power toward which many have ambivalent 

feelings, as with Indonesia’s centre (pusat, Jakarta). Sometimes the imaginary of a 

unified Malaysia is ironically upheld more thoroughly by the informal migrants 

against whom the imaginary can be juxtaposed. Conversely, Sabahan Tidung 

invoke the idea of a generic “Indon” where their Kalimantese counterparts would 

use specific placenames. This suggests that people have embraced the national 

cartographies that they nonetheless recognise have only recently been invented. 

While indigeneity can be mobilised against certain state categories, it is more 

often treated as related to the nation-state, or even as being conferred by it. Savvy 

Tidung in Kalimantan might mention that they “have only recently been 

recognised by the centre.” This statement often means that they have only recently 

listed themselves as a customary community (masyarakat adat) in the national 

association, the Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago (the latter also 

uses the term komunitas adat to designate its members).23 In Sabah, people can 

note with some satisfaction that Tidung are included in the Indigenous Peoples 

Network of Malaysia (Jaringan Orang Asal SeMalaysia, JOAS). Even at this level, 

therefore, the vocabulary of indigeneity varies according to the nation-state 

context. For the men who come to represent Tidung in such networks, the fact that 

these associations are trans-local is the source of some pride. At issue here is the 

imagined scale to which Tidung are indigenous. A transnational or pan-Tidung 

scale is largely irrelevant, while village and riverine scales are, again, becoming 

superseded by nations. The most important scale in this sense is that of Sabah. 

It is therefore important to consider the Sabahan context as a national frame for 

 
23 See Chapter 1. 
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vernacular ethnic theory. Sabahan identity has been analysed, insightfully, in terms 

of its antagonistic relation to both the peninsula and migrants. Undocumented 

migrants from Indonesia and the Philippines since the mid-twentieth century are 

significant here, especially in how they have come, for Tidung and the Sabahan 

nation in general, to be framed as a “parasitic and frustratingly elusive presence in 

need of expulsion”.24 Fausto Barlocco, for example, has thus suggested that the 

“consciousness of the similarity in conditions of life, and the belief in the fact that 

there could and should be commonly shared solutions to the problems inherent to 

them, illegal immigration in primis, are what constitute and give substance to a 

sense of being Sabahan, which coexists alongside, and at times in conflict with, 

that of being Malaysian, members of a certain ethnic group or of a certain region 

or village”.25 I take no issue with these claims; Tidung, however, present a different 

case from the margins. Sabahan Tidung have been at once illegal immigrants and 

indigenous to Sabah. They resent the illegal immigration of Bugis or, what is the 

same, “Indonesians,” yet are often sympathetic about other informal migrants and 

stateless indigenes. They evoke the imaginary of Malaysia, rather than Sabah, 

through the memory of being Indons. They express their Sabahanness less in literal 

terms and more through asserting an indigenous Tidung identity. While the case 

confirms the broad issues pointed out above, it also shows that it is difficult to 

define in a general way what it is to be Sabahan in relation to migration and the 

nation-state. 

Sabahan Tidung often rely on the notion that they are one of the ethnic groups 

included in an overarching category of the peoples of Sabah. After being enclosed 

by Sabah, they have come to realise that they are indigenous to the region. They 

have also literally become indigenous to it, as my Eka noted when she said that she 

“became indigenous to here.” Like others who list the indigenous ethnic groups of 

Sabah, Tidung consultants suggest that there are about thirty-something 

ethnicities that compose the native (bumiputera) ethnoscape. They 

straightforwardly include themselves in this list. This notion reflects the official 

discourse of the Sabahan government, which suggests on its website, for example, 

that the “population of Sabah is composed of 33 native groups [Penduduk Sabah 

terdiri daripada 33 kumpulan pribumi],” tellingly including “Tidong” as the very last 

entry under the heading “others.”26 This common way of understanding ethnicity 

in terms of an inventory of groups native in the first place not to specific regions 

or settlements, but to Sabah itself, discursively situates Tidung as just as 

indigenous and just as Sabahan as hugely more prominent peoples and coalitions 

 
24 Carruthers, ‘Grading Qualities and (Un)Settling Equivalences’, 124. 
25 Barlocco, Identity and the State in Malaysia, 84–85. 
26 Kerajaan Negeri Sabah, ‘Rakyat & Sejarah’. 



153 

 

such as the Kadazandusun.  

If the claim to being Tidung while in the region of Sabah is to claim to be 

Sabahan, moreover, there is often little need to claim to be Sabahan explicitly to 

invoke this imaginary. Sabahanness is also implicit in the way people refer to those 

from the “peninsula” present in the region. Kalabakan Tidung often explicitly mark 

this difference by introducing and talking about people as “peninsular people” 

(orang semenanjung), which is an exceedingly rare concept back on “the other 

side.” Implicitly juxtaposed to this scale of identification is Sabah. There is little 

sense of pan-East Malaysian identification, as Sarawak rarely figures in the 

categories that emerge out of everyday conversation.27 This suggests that people 

are engaging with being Sabahan. While it is plausible that they explicitly identify 

as Sabahan with peninsula or other East Malaysian interlocutors, the main way 

they engage with Sabahanness is less blunt. Most Tidung rarely travel outside of 

Sabah and North Kalimantan, and in the latter one would call oneself Malaysian 

rather than Sabahan. Neither are they drawn into high-level political discussions 

in the Malaysian national context. In these senses, there is not much need to 

identify as Sabahan explicitly. On the other hand, as in the Kalimantan case, people 

can feel compelled to do so in relation to Bugis migration to Tawau. This migration 

is framed, in distinction to Tidung and Murut mobilities, as the migration of 

Indons. For the most part, however, people conjure a Sabahan identity through 

insisting on the inextricability of their primary ethnic identity from Sabah: Tidung 

are one of the groups that compose the Sabahan ethnoscape, even if they are, as 

Pak Cik Taufiq put it to me, a sort of afterthought or “auxiliary” (pelengkap) to it. 

As much as they are peripheral to the Malaysian nation-state, and as much as 

they situate themselves as equally Sabahan as other indigenes, Sabahan Tidung are 

also peripheral to the politics of indigeneity that are carving out this identity. They 

are, after all, a numerically tiny, minority group living on the geographic periphery 

of the state. They are largely excluded from other broad ethnopolitical projects 

such as the forging of a Kadazandusun identity.28 Their counterparts have seen a 

flourishing of Tidung cultural politics in post-New Order Indonesia, peaking with 

the formation of “their” district of Tana Tidung, which have not obtained in the 

Sabahan region. Nonetheless, being Muslim, indigenous and plausibly Malay, they 

are in principle part of a deliberately engineered majority group in contemporary 

Sabah.29 

As with the Dayak case, however, there are important ethnopolitical 

 
27 But cf. Chapter 4. 
28 See, among others, Barlocco, Identity and the State in Malaysia; Tangit, ‘Ethnic Labels and 

Identity’. 
29 Chin, ‘“Malay Muslim First”’. 
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considerations here. To embrace Malayness in the Sabahan context would be to 

downplay the autochthony that can be asserted against Bugis, as threatening and 

plausibly Malay others. The notion of an aggressive Bugis frontier is as clear in 

Sabah as it is in Kalimantan. The Tidung response to it in the former, however, is 

much less oriented toward communal violence, if at all. When I was last in 

Kalabakan, Tidung and Murut members of the Sabah Heritage Party were anxious 

to ensure that indigenous people remained strong in regional politics so that—as 

they put it—a Bugis politician did not win, resettle many Bugis in the district, “give 

them ICs” to ensure a voter base, then proceed to demolish the livelihoods of 

indigenes. This assertion, in short, constituted a local variant on the Project IC 

conspiracy. The same discontent over importing Bugis voters also abounds in 

places such as the Nunukan district. Regardless of these ethnopolitical 

considerations, there is a general ambivalence about Malayness, which encourages 

focusing on vernacular theory and speculation. 

While some discussion of the identity category of Sabahan has focused 

straightforwardly on the idea of being “a Sabahan,” the present chapter suggests a 

complementary focus on how people’s more specific identifications are 

incorporated into an imagined chain such that specific ethnicities are imbued with 

Sabahanness. To participate in the imaginary of Sabah, it can be enough to enact 

one’s specific primary ethnicity; there is no need explicitly to call oneself a 

Sabahan. The same could, indeed, be said of Malayness.30 Yet, these ideas of 

Sabahanness are not characterised by ideas of the abandonment of one’s 

distinctiveness. This contrasts with Malayness, as I will show shortly. In 

conversation with me, some people have approvingly suggested that the Sabahan 

government is interested in supporting indigenes (unlike on the peninsula). I have 

also mentioned Sabahans’ longstanding dissatisfaction with their position in the 

federation. In accordance with this, people who embrace Sabah as a distinctive 

category of identity at times distance themselves from Malaysia. As I have 

mentioned, it can be a faux pas to call people “Malaysian,” and aspirations to 

greater autonomy abound. Insofar as they consider Malayness to be a peninsular 

production, they are unwilling to call themselves Malay. This does not account for 

everyone, however. 

The main question for the present purpose is how Sabahanness relates to 

Malayness. While the distinctive irreducibility of Muslim indigenous peoples of 

Sabah to the Malay category has been noted in the literature, there are, I suggest 

novel ways that such peoples can, in fact, become Malay. This process is especially 

salient in settings where distinctive cultural markers and languages are in decline. 

 
30 Milner, The Malays, 237. 
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Indigenous Muslims in the state have tended to keep their distinctive ethnonyms. 

They have often distinguished between themselves and “Malays.” Sabahanness has 

been carved out in opposition to the “peninsular export” of Malayness. The facts 

that Tidung consider themselves to be indigenous to Sabah, and that Sabahanness 

is counterposed to Malayness, mean a certain ambivalence on their part toward 

Malayness makes sense. Different identifications are associated with the different 

nation-building projects of Malaysia and Sabah, and it is in this sense that Malay 

identification indexes incorporation into a Malaysian nation. 

Malayness does not have the same context or implications in Sabah as in other 

Malay-world nations. This context contrasts sharply with much of insular 

Southeast Asia and, because of that, much scholarship on Malayness. In Sabah, 

“people who would have called themselves ‘Malay’ over many years if they had lived 

in Sarawak … identify themselves as ‘Bajau’, ‘Brunei’ or ‘Suluk’”.31 Sabahan 

anthropologist Trixie Tangit writes that “while ‘Bajau’ and ‘Malay’ are identities 

that are transnational in the Malay-Philippine-Indonesian archipelago, these terms 

imply certain national origins when read in Sabah.”32 The terminology flows both 

ways between ethnicity and nationality. In Tawau, Bajau can be called Filipin and 

Bugis can be called Indon; all of the terms are used with precision. The Sabahan 

innovation has thus consisted of a vernacular nationalisation of ethnicity which 

exceeds the hegemonic peninsular theory (and, for that matter, the 

multiculturalist subordination of difference in Indonesia). Indeed, according to the 

census, “Illegal Immigrant” (Pendatang Tanpa Izin) is the most populous ethnic 

group in Sabah, appearing alongside Murut, Chinese, and so on. The national 

specificity of the category “Malay” must have implications for “becoming Malay.” 

Clifford Sather provides a useful comment in dialogue with my own work: 

[P]ossibly because of the presence of indigenous, non-Malay speaking Muslim 

minorities such as the Bajau, Bisaya, Iranun and others, who, together, have long 

made up a significant proportion of the state’s population, conversion to Islam 

has not necessarily meant ‘becoming Malay.’ This is generally true even of 

groups, like the Ida’an, currently undergoing Islamization. Most minority 

Muslim groups, at some level, preserve their own language and distinct cultural 

markers, while using Malay as the national language. Like the Tidung, most have 

similarly formed their own ethnic associations, and, indeed, as in Sarawak, 

minority Muslim political elites in Sabah have tended to play a major role in 

state politics. Hence there are political advantages of retaining a more localized 

 
31 Milner, 2. 
32 Tangit, ‘Ethnic Labels and Identity’, 35. 
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non-Malay ethnic identity.33 

The analytical challenge posed by Sabahan Tidung amounts to the question of 

what happens when these linguistic and cultural distinctions start to disappear. 

In this section, I have explored how Sabahan Tidung engage with the nations of 

Indonesia, Malaysia and Sabah. I have done so by examining such common notions 

as originating “from Indonesia” and belonging to Sabah. These examples have 

illustrated how ethnic identities and notions of indigeneity are related to the 

nation. 

 

Becoming Malay? 

In this section, I consider how contemporary Sabahan Tidung might be “becoming 

Malay.” I focus on their implicit model of becoming Malay based on a conception 

of what it is to be Malay—a conception which is somewhat unique but which might 

be of relevance among ethnic groups peripheral to the Malay world more generally. 

In doing so, I draw out how Sabahan Tidung might gradually become Malay in the 

nation-state context. 

Here I consider the disappearance of linguistic and cultural distinctions on 

vernacular terms. Like some (but not all) other peoples of the region, Tidung 

theorise ethnicity through descent, according to which notion one—at least in 

principle—inherits one’s ethnicity. (Unlike some ethnic Malays who might revise 

their genealogies to reflect their Malayness, personal Tidung genealogies 

frequently incorporate non-Muslims within several previous generations.) 

Important for this theorisation is that, in ideal-type terms, they have a cognatic 

kinship system.34 Genealogies (silsilah, or, occasionally, tersila) can involve 

patrilines and matrilines; the latter, especially, where it is useful for contemporary 

claims to prestige or land. There is a widespread insistence on the priority of a male 

line, however, summed up in the common expression that “the male name is big.” 

Whereas it is common to see a genealogy only traced through the patriline, though, 

virtually never is such an emphasis placed on the matriline. It is one’s father’s 

primary ethnicity that matters most. Intergenerational changes in ethnicity are 

common and proceed entirely within the terms of this vernacular theory of 

ethnicity. At the same time, hybrid ethnicities that focus on one’s mother and 

father, but can be multigenerational, are common enough, insofar as people do not 

strategically downplay aspects of their ancestry. Both switching and mixing are 

important for understanding contemporary engagements with Malayness.  

 
33 Sather in Bond, ‘Dayak Identification and Divergent Ethnogenesis among Tidung in North 

Kalimantan and Sabah’, 277. 
34 See also Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’. 



157 

 

It is important, however, to distinguish between what is possible in principle in 

the cognatic system and what overwhelmingly obtains in practice. Shelly Errington 

sums up the issue well in relation to southern Sulawesi: 

When a distant (say, fourth-degree) female sibling of the kapolo's [entourage of 

family-followers] high core marries a close (say, first-degree) sibling of the high 

core, the people in her rapu [smaller grouping within kapolo] will reorient their 

genealogies along with their new closer relation to the high core. Her brothers 

will no longer have to claim connection to their “famous relative,” their living 

ancestor, by pointing out that they are merely fourth-degree siblings. Instead, 

they will be brothers-in-law to people very close to the center. Her children will 

be second-degree siblings (through their father) of the high core itself. Although 

these children will acknowledge that they are fifth-degree siblings (through 

their mother) as well, this relation, being distant, is significantly less important. 

There is no special reason to maintain a memory of that relation, especially a 

couple of generations down the line.35 

Such a process is important because, since ethnicity is theorised in terms of 

descent, it changes accordingly. I have shown more straightforward examples; 

Ahmad’s parents, for example, come to Salimbatu from Sulu and Ahmad later 

claims without contest that he has become Tidung, renouncing his origins.36 

The concept of becoming Malay typically refers to the conversion of non-

Muslim peoples to Islam and the corresponding adoption of Malay cultural 

features and language, as the previous chapter reviewed. I noted previously that 

Schneeberger suggested that Tidung “proudly call[ed] themselves Orang Malayu” 

or Malays.37 Whether or not this captured the complexity of ethnic identifications 

at the time, the contemporary borderland context complicates the issue 

substantially. It is the case that some people straightforwardly identify as Malay or 

explicitly situate themselves in a Malay world, as emerges from everyday 

identifications. For example, a conversation I had with Eka, an elderly woman in 

Kalabakan is telling. Born in Tanah Merah, Kalimantan, she has spent almost her 

entire life in Kalabakan. I asked Eka whether Tidung are Malays, to which she 

straightforwardly answered in the affirmative because Tidung are Muslim. I then 

asked what “Malay” actually is, to which she responded, “I don’t know; Malay is 

simply Malay [Melayu Melayulah]!” There is little need to grasp a concept 

definitively to find it relevant and applicable to oneself. As others have pointed out, 

there is no point in trying to come up with a comprehensive definition of Malay. It 

 
35 Errington, Meaning and Power, 228. 
36 See Chapter 2. 
37 Schneeberger, Contributions to the Ethnology of Central Northeast Borneo, 17. 
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is the everyday understandings of the term and the implications of these, from 

which Malayness emerges, that are important. 

During Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, for example, I get told that “Malays eat a 

lot,” and similar reified identities are often invoked, as people instruct me in such 

things as “Malay customs.” The most ubiquitous form of this is in the casual use of 

the term “Malay” in numerous settings, and most tellingly in the use of “us Malays” 

(kita Melayu). There is, for example, a clichéd joke that Sabahans often tell me over 

coffee and biscuits. Depending on the household, breakfast is usually “cakes,” that 

is, biscuits and bread, with tea or coffee; this is to “fill one’s stomach” in advance 

of eating proper, that is, eating rice. So, Sabahans constantly remind themselves of 

this joke in my presence. It goes: a white person, on seeing a Malay dip their 

biscuits into their drink before eating them, thought highly of the Malay “cleaning” 

the biscuit. The white person marvels at how clean these Malays must be to go to 

such lengths—only the Malay then drinks the “dirty” beverage, to the white 

person’s horror. It is contextually obvious that people are telling the joke about 

themselves in relation to me even at the times that they do not say as much. Yet, 

having heard Sabahan Tidung tell it a tedious number of times, only once have I 

heard “Tidung” substituted for “Malay.” The joke is exceedingly rare in North 

Kalimantan. It is clear that Tidung invoking this Malayness incorporate themselves 

as Tidung into the concept. It is this ubiquity of the Malay in everyday conversation 

that suggests a serious consciousness of Malayness, even more than people’s 

explicit categorisations of themselves as Malays. After all, if people were to be 

asked if they are of the tropics or of Asia or some such, they would reply in the 

affirmative, but the category is irrelevant to anything and therefore not invoked in 

everyday life. 

Yet, contemporary Tidung engagements with Malayness are ambivalent, 

ranging from total rejection to a common “yes and no,” to enthusiastic 

embracement. This range, in large part, is due to the varied connotations of the 

term and its ethnopolitical implications. Sabahan Tidung usually consider their 

ethnicity proper to be in some sense recognised by the state, and so people’s 

engagement with Malayness is not straightforwardly reducible to state 

categorisation. Much like the Dayak question in Kalimantan, people present fairly 

elaborate theorisation on the issue. 

While the literature has often treated the category Malay as an ethnic one and 

likened becoming Malay to religious conversion, Sabahan Tidung often have a 

different take on the issue. On this view, Malayness is a kind of non-identity that 

emerges as people lose their Tidungness. On this basis, they sketch out a 

contemporary kind of becoming Malay that is different from the classical sense. 

Whether one identifies as Malay sometimes might depend on one’s interlocutor. 
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During the same conversation with Eka, above, a young woman chimed in to 

recount her experience of non-Malayness when visiting the peninsula. There her 

interlocutors rejected the notion that she was Malay, and associated Sabah with 

the Dusun. “Malays,” she noted in relation to her experience and as a general 

reflection, “are those without ethnicity” (ndak ada etnik). Having her own ethnicity 

precluded her from being Malay. Eventually, she called herself a Dayak—an absurd 

idea in her home context—and left it at that. This sentiment is not an isolated one, 

as people have with some regularity mentioned to me that Malays are people 

without ethnicity. People explicitly relate the question of ethnicity to the nation-

state. In explaining their self-categorisation as Dayaks, Kalimantese Tidung remark 

that nobody “in Jakarta” knows what Tidung is. Their Sabahan counterparts are 

also aware of their obscurity to the peninsula. A similar clichéd explanation 

obtains. People have frequently explained to me that when they want to fill out 

forms for some government purpose, they fill in their nationality (bangsa) as Malay 

and their ethnicity (suku) as Tidung. The implication is clear: if one is merely 

Malay, one has no specific ethnicity. 

Relatedly, some vernacular analyses would have it that Malayness was invented 

on the peninsula and exported in Malaysia’s nation-building effort. The term does 

not harken back to the glory of an ancient Malay world but was produced and 

proliferated in the twentieth century. In conversations with Pak Cik Taufiq, an 

elderly Kalabakan man who was never himself an Indon,38 he suggested, incorrectly 

but importantly, that “Melayu [Malay] is Javanese for merantau [emigrate].” 

Muslims of a variety of different migrant ethnic groups—Bugis, Batak, Javanese 

and others—assembled on the peninsula heading into Malaysia’s independence 

period. With the idea of shedding their individual ethnicities, they “assembled” 

(menghimpun) a new unifying ethnic category termed Malay. This was, he 

suggested, partly to differentiate themselves from the Indians and the Chinese. 

They then proceeded to disseminate it to the peripheries of the new nation, and 

Tidung were automatically counted as Malay because of their Islam. This narrative 

of Malayness being invented through the genericisation of various peoples on the 

peninsula is far from idiosyncratic. I have made a point of putting the question to 

people at every available opportunity in Sabah. The dismissal of the term as 

something belonging only to the peninsula is common.  

Zakaria in Umas, for example, is a man who has written his genealogy, 

exclusively containing Muslims, in Jawi, a now-obsolete script in Sabah, because it 

is “authentic.” For him as for many, the Malay language is treated as a mere lingua 

franca, whereas various peoples have their own languages. The linguistic metaphor 

 
38 See Chapter 2. 
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reflects Tidung historical experience and parallels the ethnic metaphor. People 

who start to call themselves “Malay” and lose the ability to speak a local language 

in some sense lose their ethnicity. The Malaysian ethnic system compounds this 

process. In conversation with Zakaria, it was explained to me that the idea of being 

Malay only came when ICs came; that is, when Malaysia became a reality with 

which people needed to engage. His son, in his mid-thirties, also vigorously rejects 

the notion that Tidung are Malays. He uses the term “Tidung nation” (bangsa 

Tidung) and thus does not even terminologically subsume Tidung into a Malay 

nation. 

In stark contrast to the public culture of the peninsula and other ethnic Malay 

strongholds, there is no such thing as a proper or authentic Malay in this discourse. 

Malayness comes about through the artificial erasure of ethnic distinction in the 

service of the Malaysian nation. There is an understanding of Malayness here in 

which properly authentic Tidung are not Malay precisely because of their 

authenticity. Some would have it more specifically that Tidung are not Malay 

because they are indigenous (bumiputera, pribumi, orang asal, et cetera; orang asli 

tends to be used less than in Kalimantan because of its specific connotations in 

Malaysia.) On this view, ethnically mixed people are the ones considered Malay. 

Some claim, following the concept of the Malay world, that all peoples of the 

archipelago regardless of religion are somehow Malays. Most associate Malayness 

with Islam. By virtue of their Islam, ethnic Tidung are then included in the 

overarching Malay nation. This idea is paralleled in Kalimantan with the notion 

that Tidung belong to the Dayak nation. Whereas some Kalimantan Tidung claim 

to be Dayak because they were once Dayaks and have then been differentiated, 

their Sabahan counterparts observe that they become Malay upon or subsequent 

to becoming Tidung. As people intermarry with other Muslims—who are part of 

the Malay nation—their ethnicity fades into a more generic Malay nationhood. 

Indeed, in such mixed marriages, it is common that children do not become fluent 

in local languages, speaking only Malay. Some of those pushing for a Dayak identity 

for Tidung in Kalimantan are keen to show that Tidung are indigenous and 

therefore “not just Malays.” That is, to show that they are not merely generic 

Muslim newcomers composed out of some admixture of various Muslim peoples. 

Such remarks indicate the presence of a similar notion of Malayness as non- or 

even anti-ethnicity across the states of the region. 

Intermarriage with other Muslim peoples, or with non-Muslims who convert to 

Islam on marriage, is very common. I have never met a Tidung who left Islam to 

marry. The number of multi-religious marriages is trivial to none, and in the 

Indonesian region, people are usually under the impression that doing so is 

outlawed. This is not to suggest that marriage requires conforming with age 
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restrictions and registration with the government, as it certainly does not, but 

people usually seek the latter out for practical reasons. From these intermarriages 

are produced the hybrid and switched identifications mentioned above. One does 

not necessarily lose one’s ethnicity through intermarriage. If one’s ethnicity is 

taken from one’s father, however, then where non-Tidung men marry in, their 

children are not primarily Tidung. The small population of Tidung, compared to 

other nearby Muslims, makes this common. Mika Okushima noted almost two 

decades ago the tendency among Tidung to marry nearby people of other Muslim 

ethnicities.39 Dayak and other non-Muslim intending spouses are required to 

convert to Islam for the marriage to proceed. In places such as Nunukan Island, it 

is not uncommon to come across two Tidung grandparents whose grandchildren 

born to their daughters are all ethnic Bugis and speak only Malay. Further, there is 

a common notion that the authentic Tidung are quickly fading away as people mix 

and become more modern. “All the old people are gone,” people have said in every 

Tidung settlement I have visited. Muhammad Arbain writes, in accordance with 

this understanding, that Tidung are “increasingly displaced and marginalised, even 

undergoing a process of marriage with newcomer ethnic groups such that the 

existence of the indigenous population becomes smaller and smaller, decreasing 

and vanishing.”40 The symbols of putatively authentic Tidung culture are being 

abandoned in favour of modernity and newer ways of practising Islam. If Tidung 

were once not Malay because of their authenticity, and this authenticity is 

declining, they have to engage with the issue of Malayness in Sabah. For Sabahans, 

Malayness might be not just related to “modern identities” but in some sense be 

synonymous with it.41 Recall that both modernity and Malayness are Islamic. 

While cross-border marriage still happens, it is decreasingly common. Sabahans 

increasingly marry Sabahans, and Kalimantese marry Kalimantese. This shift 

largely has to do with national sedentarisation and the bureaucratic difficulties of 

marrying someone without Malaysian identity documents. Much the same as with 

border crossing itself, there is a point at which the hassle becomes too much for 

people to be bothered. I have shown, in fact, that marriage is closely associated 

with sedentarisation and enclosure by a particular nation.42 A consultant on 

Nunukan, for example, recalls that after having worked in logging for some years 

in Sabah, upon returning home to Nunukan he was promptly set up with a wife by 

his parents because they were concerned about him staying in Sabah permanently. 

Another example is as follows. In conversation with a shaman in Atap, the latter 

 
39 Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’, 238. 
40 Arbain, Buku Pintar Kebudayaan Tidung, 14. 
41 Reid, ‘Understanding Melayu (Malay) as a Source of Diverse Modern Identities’. 
42 See Chapter 4. 
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noted that a relative had recently consulted him and his remote partner about her 

soulmate (jodoh). The advice she received was that it would be “someone from afar” 

(orang jauh). Shortly thereafter, a young man from “the other side”—considerably 

closer than even the provincial capital—“returned” to Atap to make identity 

documents, since he had not been living in Indonesia and, apparently, had no 

access to Malaysian citizenship. By the time of our conversation, the two were 

already slated to marry, thus provoking wonder for my interlocutor and others at 

the accuracy of his partner’s prediction. The shaman predicted someone from afar 

would come and here he was: all the way “from Malaysia.” This intimate invocation 

of national cartography for understanding an increasingly unusual marriage 

pairing starkly contrasts with the idea of close cross-border ties. 

Understandings of Malayness have come about because of people’s need to 

think through ethnicity within the Sabahan-Malaysian national context in which 

they find themselves enmeshed. This is clear from a variety of references to 

distinctively Malaysian discourses of ethnicity, such as contrasting Malays to 

Chinese and Indians. Crucial is the fact that people explicitly understand 

Malayness to have been nationally produced. The vernacular theory thus reflects 

the insertion of people into Malaysia’s public culture or even culture area.43 The 

time before this is still within living memory, as people remain aware that until 

recently they were either Indons or nationless. Among highly mobile men, 

especially, there are some exceptions to the trend of sedentarisation. I have come 

to know several men living in Nunukan who have both Malaysian and Indonesian 

citizenship. They end up living in Indonesia for idiosyncratic reasons relating to 

family. They usually cross the border frequently, however. Pak Cik Taufiq married 

a Toraja woman, who after decades still simply uses a passport in Sabah, and so his 

trips to Indonesia, as an old person of Kalabakan with no memory of the other side, 

are almost all to Sulawesi. On the whole, however, the trend toward national 

enclosure obtains. 

Here, then, is a sense of becoming Malay which differs from the classical 

trajectory. As Tidung, who are already Muslim and “culturally Malay,” intermarry 

with non-Tidung who have their own discrete ethnicities, they and their children 

switch and dilute ethnicities, becoming Malay. Within the terms of this theory, 

this process does not amount to an ethnic conversion. It is, rather, a loss of 

ethnicity. It resonates with the common notion among Sabahan Tidung that Malay 

is a superordinate nation or race whereas Tidung is a proper ethnicity. Tidung 

could only be quasi-Malays entirely by virtue of being Tidung, or, contentiously, 

people with ethnicity who are nonetheless part of the Malay world or nation. The 

 
43 Postill, Media and Nation Building. 
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process of becoming Malay is frustrated by the persistence of Tidungness. 

Conversely, becoming Malay is encouraged by a practical erosion of Tidungness. 

This process of genericisation is made up of, among other things, intermarriage, 

monolingualism, religious standardisation, sedentarisation, urbanisation, decline 

in culturally specific knowledge, and the nationalisation of everyday life. 

It is here that young urbanites give a hint about the general trajectory of 

Malayness looking ahead. This context is largely a non-Tidung one where 

intermarriage is very common. People are highly educated in national schooling 

systems and adept in national discourses that circulate in public cultures. They are 

unfamiliar with Tidung language, history and culture, and often distance 

themselves from a supposedly backward tribalism that works against Malay 

identification. If I have spoken of closed doors and gates as indexing the erosion of 

traditional solidarity, it is important to note that it is precisely in the urban areas 

where this architecture and behaviour prevails. It is in these settings that the idea 

of being Malay is becoming taken for granted as an obvious reality. Recall that, on 

the Indonesian side where this does not get elaborated into being Malay, Pak Cik 

Ibrahim mentioned concerning his wealthier nephew that “us poor people are not 

to be rich” and so did not stay with him. Since Pak Cik Ibrahim considers himself 

an expert on being Tidung and claims that Tidung are “cursed” or “destined” to 

political-economic mediocrity, he was also framing his nephew in terms 

antithetical to being Tidung: move to town, speak Malay, make money, shut your 

door, forget about everyone. 

Budi, a friend living in a suburban housing estate on the outskirts of Tawau 

provides a good example. In principle, Budi is Tidung, with a Tidung father and 

mother who is “Chinese but Muslim” (Cina tapi Islam; a common clarification). He 

almost invariably refers to himself as Malay, however. He has never been to the 

peninsula and also clearly identifies as Sabahan. The implicit and nationally-

specific imaginary emerges from numerous otherwise trivial comments, from the 

“Malays” being economically marginalised to the understanding that both “Malays 

and Chinese” were at the beach today. Having married a Banjar-Bulungan woman, 

their children do not—indeed, will not—have any consciousness of being Tidung, 

having completely become Malay. Some of my consultants have insisted that the 

ideal-type model of ethnicity-through-patrilineage will ensure that children will 

remain Tidung. The fact, however, is that in urban and even sometimes in village 

settings, this is decreasingly the case.  

It is a truism that ethnicity is socially constructed. The point in this chapter, in 

tandem with the preceding chapter, has been to look for principles of identification 

and their enactment in social relations, or for how ethnicity is constructed in a 
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specific case.44 The “divergent ethnogenesis” to which I have referred concerns the 

plainly different conceptions of ethnic categories and relations that have emerged 

in North Kalimantan and Sabah. It is a nascent process, made possible in part 

because of the novel decline in the mobility of people and their ideas across the 

border. Tidung in Sabah are not going away, but if they have long been Malays in 

principle, they are increasingly becoming Malays in effect. 

In this section, I have explored how contemporary Sabahan Tidung might be 

“becoming Malay.” To do so, I have sketched out an implicit model of becoming 

Malay based on a relatively unique conception of what it is to be Malay. I have 

mobilised this model to show how Sabahan Tidung might gradually become Malay 

in the nation-state context. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often suggested that transnational ethnic 

categories persist in spite of national categorisations and thus undermine the 

nation-state. In the preceding chapter, I began to show how transnational ethnic 

categories in the case at hand might, in fact, support national categories. In this 

chapter, I have elaborated on this observation further by examining engagements 

with ethnicity on the other side of the border. 

I have presented an analysis of Sabahan Tidung engagements with the putatively 

transnational ethnic category “Malay.” First, I considered the spatial concept of an 

archipelagic Malay world in relation to which notions of Malayness are often 

formulated. I focused on the theme of the integrity of the Malay world. In doing 

so, I showed that conceptions of a Malay world undivided by the nation-states are 

themselves informed by national discourses. Secondly, I considered how Sabahan 

Tidung engage with the nations of Indonesia, Malaysia and Sabah. I focused on 

such common notions as originating “from Indonesia” and belonging to Sabah. In 

doing so, I showed how ethnic identities and notions of indigeneity are related to 

the nation. Thirdly, I considered how contemporary Sabahan Tidung might be 

“becoming Malay.” I focused on their implicit model of becoming Malay based on 

a relatively unique conception of what it is to be Malay. In doing so, I drew out how 

Sabahan Tidung might gradually become Malay in the nation-state context. 

I have shown that Sabahan Tidung implicitly posit a novel model of Malayness 

and therefore of “becoming Malay,” premised on a fundamental nationality of the 

Malay category. In advancing this analysis, I have argued that engagements with 

Malayness in Sabah index a shift toward Sabahan registers of ethnic identification, 

to the exclusion of Indonesia. It follows that the common notion of the “cross-

 
44 For example, Metcalf, The Life of the Longhouse. 
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border ethnic group” does not adequately capture the dynamics of ethnicity in the 

Tidung Lands. The chapter has thus supported my overall argument by elucidating 

the implications of seeking the state for ethnic identification. 
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7. Malaysian-sent floods 

In the previous chapter, I considered some social implications of seeking the state 

in the newly bordered national context in relation to ethnicity. I did not, however, 

consider such implications more broadly, despite their pervasive significance in 

social life and thought. To do so, in this chapter, I consider the implications of 

seeking the state for people’s engagement with collective hardship that relates to 

all almost aspects of life. 

I present an analysis of severe transboundary flooding on the Sembakung River, 

instances of which are now called on the Kalimantese side “Malaysian-sent floods.” 

Focusing on the settlement of Atap, I show that people have embraced an order of 

nations in a borderland idiom to the point of banality, and treat the nation-states 

as a source of solutions to their collective suffering as much as a source of the 

suffering itself. In advancing this analysis, I argue that theorisations of the floods 

function as a commentary on international asymmetry from the borderland—on 

the ascendance of “Malaysia” at the expense of the nation to which people belong—

and shape prospective solutions to the flood problem accordingly. It follows that 

these people of the borderland do not reject an order of nations. The chapter thus 

supports my overall argument by drawing out a redoubled appeal to the 

Indonesian nation-state in an attempt to alleviate collective hardship. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider some experiences of the floods 

among those directly affected. I focus on how livelihoods of every orientation 

become difficult or impossible to sustain in their wake. In doing so, I emphasise 

the disastrous nature of the floods, as chaos touches the lives of all affected. 

Secondly, I consider people’s theorisation of the causes of the floods, which always 

relate to human agency. I focus on an intergenerational shift from understandings 

couched more strictly in terms of the vernacular Islam, toward the now hegemonic 

explanation couched in terms of borderland political ecology. In doing so, I 

illuminate the nation-state’s penetration into vernacular cosmology. Thirdly, I 

consider the effects of, and proposed solutions to, the floods. I focus on the fact 

that forms of resettlement have been the principle and most plausible answers 

among most parties concerned. In doing so, I show how the alleviation of chaotic 

hardship has largely been sought in moving closer to centres of state power. 

 

Disasters 

In this section, I consider some experiences of the floods among those directly 

affected. I focus on how livelihoods of every orientation become difficult or 

impossible to sustain in their wake. In doing so, I emphasise the disastrous nature 

of the floods, as chaos touches the lives of all affected. 

The floods are a regular occurrence and people are used to preparing for, and 
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responding to, them. A Masters thesis written by Nustam, a student based on 

Nunukan at the time, has suggested that the floods are a normal part of life along 

the river.1 They are, indeed, normal in the sense that they are to be expected. A 

theme that permeates reflections on them, however, is disruption. The flood 

condition is one of the suspension of normality in virtually all other aspects of life. 

Local people and government authorities alike refer to them as “disasters” 

(bencana). When these disasters occur, “everything is made difficult” and “there is 

no peace” (ketenangan). With regard to preparations, nowadays, people typically 

know shortly in advance that the floods are coming, because family and friends call 

them by mobile phone from the upstream region. This vernacular warning system 

is more important than the official one, which relies on devices installed around 

the Mensalong bridge. It is my understanding that the data from the latter is, in 

practice, only accessed by officials; even though it is, in principle, accessible online, 

very few people are aware of its existence. Yet, little can be done in the way of 

prevention. 

The disastrous nature of the floods is such that they touch on every aspect of 

life. As will become clear, however, understandings of the floods have increasingly 

taken on a borderland idiom. To explore the floods, then, is important not only for 

understanding this borderland and marginal relations to the nation, but also for 

Tidung ethnography in general. Considering the floods in relation to the Tidung, 

moreover, is strongly justified by the facts both that the severe impacts of the 

floods are borne almost exclusively by Tidung in their downstream settlements and 

that, consequently, the floods have shaped Tidung history profoundly.2 Even 

upstream elite figures, with their keen eyes for rhetorical strategy,3 admit that the 

problem is largely a Tidung one. 

The floods have been disastrous to the extent of ruining entire settlements. 

Some villages, such as Tanjung Panjang and the original Lubakan, were completely 

abandoned after being destroyed. Further downstream villages such as Pelaju and 

Tepian, however, are nowhere near as severely affected by the floods. So, local 

people are quick to note that places with rising and falling tides see little to no 

flooding; hence the relative lack of floods on the Sebuku River. Even if settlements 

are not destroyed utterly, the floods leave enduring traces. Virtually every structure 

in Atap has at least one clear watermark, and usually more, etched into its interior 

walls as a trace left behind by the floods. People can easily differentiate different 

watermarks according to the year the flood came, and recall memories associated 

 
1 Nustam, ‘Analisis Pengurangan Risiko Bencana Banjir Pada Masyarakat Bantaran Sungai 

Sembakung Kabupaten Nunukan’. 
2 See Chapter 3. 
3 See Chapter 8. 
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with each event. In one house I visited at Lubakan Kanal, for example, my host had 

written the corresponding year next to each watermark much as people write 

phone numbers and the like on their interior walls. 

The floods are especially problematic in relation to livelihoods. Sembakung 

Tidung people have historically relied heavily on wet rice cultivation to form a 

central part of their livelihoods. Because the floods ruin paddy, they have had wide-

ranging consequences for the subsistence economy in this area. But the effects are 

not limited to rice. Fruit trees—banana, rambutan, mango, and so on—are, 

similarly, ruined. Domestic animals are washed away: chickens, especially, but also 

ducks, goats, cattle and others. Strictly speaking, it is possible to continue to 

attempt to cultivate rice, but during the twenty-first century, people have often 

made the sensible decision not to waste their labour. While people tell me that 

until the early-to-mid 2000s many people keenly cultivated rice, nowadays few 

can be bothered when it is likely that a flood will come and ruin the rice. This 

timeline coincides with the increasing frequency and intensity of floods. 

The impacts extend not only to subsistence production but also to trade, which 

has long been central to Tidung livelihoods.4 Both production and travelling to 

market are affected by the floods. Unlike the vast acacia plantations, many 

smallholder oil palm plots have emerged in addition to company-owned ones, 

often initially through government development schemes (of dubious success, 

alas). While oil palm has become a common cash crop—almost entirely displacing 

former cash crops such as coffee and pepper, as with elsewhere in the province 

(rubber not being prominent)—other crops are of relevance. People would usually 

take a variety of different products, such as banana, pakis, and so on, for market. 

Trade is crucial; yet, settlements such as Atap, unlike many other Tidung 

settlements, are far from the sea. This distance inhibits a reorientation toward 

maritime fishing and gathering to supplement incomes, in part due to the capital 

required for petrol. Non-timber forest products—damar, rattan, agarwood, and so 

on—do not present a useful alternative, having largely been exhausted through 

long-term frontiers which peaked in the mid-to-late twentieth century.5 The third 

chapter of the thesis brought out how, as far back as the early 1970s, people moved 

away in order to maintain livelihoods due to the floods; the situation is only graver 

now. 

In addition to trade, the floods impact upon the conduct of ordinary life. During 

the floods, people have no access to electricity, which is a recent and much-

treasured arrival to the region. This has a number of implications, such as 

decreased artificial lighting, of which people are extremely fond for a variety of 

 
4 See Chapters 2-3. 
5 See Sellato, Forest, Resources and People in Bulungan. 
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mundane and cosmological reasons.6 They do not have access to favoured forms of 

entertainment such as televisions and stereo systems, which inhibits them from 

maintaining the atmosphere of liveliness which is an important aspect of collective 

wellbeing, compounding further their “backwardness” in relation to the coastal 

cities. In short, the benefits of electricity, for settlements lucky enough to have 

otherwise consistent access to it, disappear. It is, however, worth noting that the 

floods do not seem to be associated with the malevolent spirits which otherwise 

accompany the loss of electricity; one consultant joked that perhaps the spirits feel 

sorry for people. Yet, in another sense, as I will address below, spirits are a part of 

the flood-moment by causing the floods in the first instance. 

With no access to clean bathing water, people complain of “dirtiness” during 

flooding. The muddy water and impossibility of bathing makes their skin itch and 

gives them “diseases.” The water and the village in general “smell bad” for some 

time after the floodwaters recede. One high school student writes in an essay: 

I am not angry at God when the floods stay over at my house. We have to take 

in all guests (floods), whether we like it or not. After a few days or even weeks 

of staying at the house, it says goodbye, leaving us little by little. At that point I 

am angry at the floods: my family and I take them into my home, but all we get 

is the remaining mud left behind in my village. 

This dirtiness is undoubtedly uncomfortable for people who insist on bathing twice 

a day in addition to—for those inclined to pray—the usual ablutions. Once the 

floods recede, it requires a great deal of work to clean one’s house from all the mud 

left behind. 

All valued items must be raised above water level, including in places such as 

the schools. The immediate measure to take when it floods is to make a pungkau, 

a Tidung term that, in this case, refers to a wooden platform within the house that 

is above the floodwaters. The platform is a flood-time essential, and the people of 

most households make them for resting and storing possessions. Recall that houses 

are already on stilts, but the severity of the floods means that houses are still 

inundated. People tend not to use sandbags as they are apparently not effective. A 

handful of people have become tired with repeatedly putting together platforms 

and so have turned them into permanent levels of their houses. 

Religious life is interrupted as mosques and churches are flooded (the latter 

accommodating, in Atap, largely for upstream peoples living in the settlement for 

its schools and employment opportunities). People’s furniture and other 

possessions are ruined. Their mobility is constrained, especially those without 

boats. For those looking even to buy vegetables and other foodstuffs, they are 

 
6 Cf. Bubandt, The Empty Seashell, chap. 8. 
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“difficult to find.” School, work and gardening stop, with clear opportunity costs, 

as students fall behind on their studies, workers on their wages, and farmers on 

their gardening. The floods kill off plants, leading some people to suppose that the 

more recent floods probably had some sort of “poison” (racun) in them. The 

poison, they claim, came from indiscriminate dumping of industrial waste from 

factories and mills “in Malaysia” into the river. The floods bring with them “strange 

animals.” The snakes that swim freely in the water are a major concern during flood 

times and sometime-focus of media attention; one of the earliest-remembered 

floods famously brought with it a gigantic dead snake which some suggest might 

have been a dragon. People become exhausted as they try to catch some sleep 

whenever and wherever possible, such as on the platforms or, for the few wealthy 

enough, in their cars on the elevated roads of Atap. Where platforms and other 

measures are not sufficient, people flee to the hills or to locations designated 

through the Disaster-Resilient Villages program which I discuss below. 

It is typical for companies in this region to engage in small-scale patronage, 

glossed as “aid” (bantuan), when directly asked, which could be called a kind of ad 

hoc corporate social responsibility. Companies have similarly contributed to flood 

relief alongside the government.7 The material aid distributed consists of the local 

everyday necessities: rice, instant noodles, sugar, coffee, tea, tinned fish, clean 

water, cooking oil, soy sauce, fuel, blankets. Those unfortunate enough to miss out 

on access to aid or support from kin can go for days without eating, but this is 

relatively uncommon. 

As school and work are shut down, and it is difficult to move around, the 

atmosphere is stressful and lifeless (sepi, sunyi). On the other hand, the flood times 

can have their small consolations. People work to support each other and while 

away the time playing cards and chatting, and so it is liveliness and the effectively 

dead spirit of communal reciprocal assistance (tenguyun, Malay gotong royong) 

reappears. Some people note that it can be relatively easy to catch fish close to 

home. Often children find the floods quite exciting as they are able to swim around 

the village and inside their houses. Such play depends, in part, on how thoroughly 

their parents have embraced the notion of “childhood” as a time in which one is 

not expected to seriously labour and therefore help them with the great deal of 

work that the floods make. Meanwhile, parents with young children who cannot 

swim feel on edge as they try to supervise them, ensuring they do not encounter 

snakes or drown, while also handling all the other work that the floods bring. 

These articulations of class with the floods are exemplified by the locally-made, 

 
7 See also Nustam, ‘Analisis Pengurangan Risiko Bencana Banjir Pada Masyarakat Bantaran Sungai 

Sembakung Kabupaten Nunukan’. 
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but profoundly middle-class, film Lajulah Ketintingku.8 The film depicts the 

struggle to continue nation-making in spite of the floods. A girl in her final year of 

school in Tagul is shown overcoming various obstacles so that she becomes 

educated and makes something of herself. Her father is absent; her family broken 

and poor.9 The opening scenes have her as an omnipresent narrator discussing in 

puzzlement how her birth name is Tulus, and yet her call name is Lung, presented 

in this gaze as if she does not understand sensitivities regarding names (in fact, 

puzzlement with names is not a Tidung problem but one of the first things to 

which Javanese migrants must adapt as they find Tidung assigning them unfamiliar 

teknonyms). The girl’s mother wants her to marry as she is the “dumbest” in her 

class and can afford for only one of her children to continue studying.  

The new teacher from the big city, with her specialisation in teaching 

“Backward, Outermost and Frontier” (Tertinggal, Terluar, Terdepan, 3T) 

populations, saves her by encouraging her to save herself. Early in the film, the 

viewer sees the hero’s embarrassment at rushing off to school in her neat uniform 

only to have her dishevelled friends tell her it is Sunday. She is later shown wading 

through shoulder-deep water to school, holding her bag above the water while 

children around her play. At one point in the film, the pupils solemnly sing the 

national anthem while standing in the floodwaters. The mother stoically reminds 

her daughter of a woman’s role, but she cries and does not relent; difference is 

already inscribed in her excessively emotional face. Lung leaves the Sembakung 

behind in the film’s eponymous boat and seeks education. The film ends by 

revealing her return to the village for the first time as if a reincarnation of the 

bearer of development who saved her. She steps onto the wharf in her eminently 

impractical high heels wearing a hijab and sunglasses. Her kin do not recognise 

her, and she is called out for “showing off.”Asked who she is, she answers not with 

a relation or her former common name but by saying that she is “someone who 

was once stupid, Tulus.” She has returned to her proper name and lifted herself not 

out of poverty as such but—what is the same—the stupidity in which the villagers 

are still mired. She has become the middle class Indonesian she was destined to 

become. The “community of this place” introduced in the opening scenes know her 

only through what she is not. 

In the film, it is as if the nation is a solution to the floods. Similarly, the urban 

public has been captivated by photographs of children attending school and 

performing national ritual while standing in muddy water, such as on Pancasila 

Sanctity Day (the name of the day, which refers to the five-fold national ideology 

 
8 That is, ‘My Boat is Fast’; Wulan Tri Satata, Lajulah Ketintingku. 
9 See, e.g., Jakimow, ‘Beyond “State Ibuism”’. 
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of Indonesia, is telling).10 The question thus arises of the nature of this redoubled 

appeal to the nation in the face of the floods. Such gestures must be considered in 

relation the more long-standing reaction of holding tolak bala—rituals to avert 

disaster—to which I turn below. 

In this section, I have emphasised the disastrous nature of the floods, as chaos 

touches the lives of all affected. I have done so by examining themes common to 

experiences during the floods. These examples have illustrated how livelihoods of 

every orientation become difficult or impossible to sustain in their wake. 

 

Our own misdeeds 

In this section, I consider people’s theorisation of the causes of the floods, which 

always relate to human agency. I focus on an intergenerational shift from 

understandings couched more strictly in terms of the vernacular Islam, toward the 

now hegemonic explanation couched in terms of borderland political ecology. In 

doing so, I illuminate the nation-state’s penetration into vernacular cosmology. 

For the purposes of this discussion, I am agnostic as to the real cause of the 

floods. Research on Borneo has indicated that deforestation and changing land use 

is indeed linked to flooding, while some have been sceptical of the uncritical 

adoption of the “sponge theory” of flooding, to which I will return shortly.11 (The 

latter term refers to the notion that deforestation causes more floods because 

forests work to retain water and, with nothing holding the water, more severe 

floods occur downstream when it rains.) In any case, I consider here how ordinary 

people think of these causes, and how causality becomes nationally framed. Again, 

it is clear that a moral-economic notion of limits and their transgression at a 

cosmic scale is salient. 

Causative loci here are multiple but always involve “people’s own misdeeds” 

(ulah manusia sendiri). This notion is an instance of an important part of 

vernacular philosophy: people reap what they sow; the word karma comes up 

often.12 All personal and collective disasters are explained by the transgressions of 

the “victims” themselves or their kin; nothing is coincidental. Recall, for example, 

when Pak Cik Ibrahim thought it rather clear why Sulawesi was struck by disaster, 

given the typical Tidung understanding of Bugis.13 As a further example, following 

several prominent boating accidents off Tarakan, a consultant in Juata Laut gravely 

said to me, “sorry”—since I was myself a newcomer—“but these migrants do not 

 
10 Hari Kesaktian Pancasila; see, for example, Steenbrink, ‘Indonesian Politics and a Muslim 

Theology of Religions’. 
11 Center for International Forestry Research, Forests and Floods; Wells et al., ‘Rising Floodwaters’. 
12 See Chapter 2. 
13 See Chapter 1. 
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understand that there are spirit guardians [penunggu] here.” Man Sulaiman, 

similarly, explained one of the boating accidents in terms of the historical 

antagonism between Tidung and Bulungan, given the destination of the boat. 

Some variation on “just you wait” (tunggulah kau) is a ubiquitous response to 

perceived wrongdoing, followed by a sort of schadenfreude in response to 

vindication (for example, Tidung reaction to Bultiken, Pak Cik Ibrahim’s reaction 

to the Sulawesi disaster, et cetera). A further example would be where Kai Daud of 

the third chapter was, he claims, part of a group claiming compensation from a 

company in relation to destroyed heritable fruit trees, only to be cut out of the 

eventual payout by one of his co-claimants. The man died shortly afterwards, Daud 

said with some satisfaction, as God took action. 

The point is that explanations of the floods instantiate this explanatory 

framework in particular ways. The floods have long been treated as punishment 

exacted against people for the transgression of taboos or inadequate propitiation 

of spirit guardians. Once the flood kills someone, revenge has been exacted, and 

the flood recedes. The flood “eats” the person (makan orang or makan manusia), 

and domestic animals are not sufficient. This explanation is not specific to the 

Sembakung but general to the region. If the floods recede, it might simply be 

assumed that someone has died, as Man Sulaiman’s mother-in-law, a Salimbatu 

Tidung, strongly conveyed to me. For alleviation of the floods, it is thus important 

that people perform tolak bala—rituals to avert disaster—on an ad hoc basis. It is 

also important that they properly perform the annual sacrifice to ancestor spirits 

during the Islamic month of Muharram and the annual tolak bala in Sapar. The 

floods are thus “disasters” but not of the “natural” variety (bencana alam), even if 

people use the latter term on the odd occasion. Transgressions of all sorts are 

characterised by excess. Nothing, moreover, proceeds without the will of God; like 

other events, the floods are events sanctioned by God, or perhaps “tests” (ujian) 

from God. 

Many aspects of these explanations have increasingly come to be regarded by 

younger people as ridiculous. Sofia, my host in Atap, unabashedly said as much. 

Younger people frequently understand the floods to have resulted in part from the 

“unruly disposal of rubbish,” such as bottles, papers, detergent, and other everyday 

waste, into the river. From this, they learn of the importance—to put it in the 

Indonesian stock phrase everywhere ignored on public notices—of “disposing of 

rubbish in its place [membuang sampah pada tempatnya].” Older people reject this 

explanation, while often noting that it might be the case that this happens on Java. 

Often cited as causing the floods are “unruly” and “illegal” logging, “companies,” 

especially the acacia company Adindo, and “forest fires,” or, more specifically, “the 

burning of the forest.” The logging is transgressive, being unrestrained, illegal, 
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indiscriminate and excessive: orderly, selective, legal logging does not factor into 

these explanations. 

Yet, these non-believers, with their largely secular explanations, are still forced 

to make sense of a highly destructive force which severely hampers their 

livelihoods. The causal locus is still something far-away, unpredictable and unseen. 

The key difference is the increasing prominence of the nation-state idiom 

necessarily invoked by the recourse to borderland political ecology to which I now 

turn. The shift in notions of causation is just as much about “modernisation” as it 

is about a redistribution of who does the transgressing and who bears the 

punishment for transgression.  

On the older theories, it is local people themselves who transgress in relation to 

spirits. The important Tidung concept of gasab (masab, etc.), for example, refers 

to disasters caused by violating the taboo against making fun of animals.14 The 

most prominent Tidung myth of origins, that of Benayuk or Menjelutung, provides 

a sufficient explanation of why people fall ill and die without reference to Islam. 

Nearby the village is a tree of life. The story reaches its climax as the villagers, in 

their jealousy over how lively the events in the neighbouring village are where 

people know death, catch a shark and hold a funeral for it, incurring gasab. Their 

village falls into the river, much like those along the Sembakung over the past few 

decades, and the people die. Thus Tidung first learn of disaster by bringing it on 

themselves. Punishment through floods happens even if people have no idea what 

their transgression is, as one man in Atap put it to me. The conclusion is not that 

they did not transgress but that, somehow, they must have, and must, therefore, 

make amends. 

Contrarily, a prominent contemporary theory of the floods is a borderland-style 

“sponge theory.”15 The sponge theory of flooding suggests that deforestation causes 

more floods because forests work to retain water. With nothing holding the water, 

more severe floods occur downstream when it rains. Local people suggest that 

since logging and oil palm plantations came to the upstream region in Sabah, they 

have suffered from increasingly severe floods, with no “barrier” (penahan) to the 

immediate flow of water, and corresponding erosion of river banks. To my 

knowledge, this idea is not based on any specific study but has likely resulted from 

the circulation and vernacularisation of scientific knowledge. At least during my 

fieldwork, it has struck people as an entirely obvious line of reasoning, one which 

also resonates with their experience of resource frontiers. 

Take, for example, the explanation of a retired Tidung former forestry official 

now living in Selumit: 

 
14 See, for example, Needham, ‘Blood, Thunder, and Mockery of Animals’. 
15 Center for International Forestry Research, Forests and Floods. 
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Malaysian-sent floods have occurred since Malaysia started planting oil palm. 

Malaysia has planted oil palm since the 1960s in Sabah, starting from a region 

in Tawau … That continued through to the regions of Nabawan and Pensiangan 

such that the upstream part of the Sembakung River that goes toward Malaysia, 

its upstream area, has already become plantations. Since then, it has flooded 

often, and that is why they are called banjir kiriman. At the most upstream part, 

there is no forest. As time has passed, [the river] has become shallower. So, 

whenever it rains a little—not that much—a flood happens. That is because the 

Sembakung River, which once had a depth of four metres at low tide, now only 

has two metres left. The sediment from the plantations over there, upstream, 

enters the river and is deposited in the parts downstream of Mensalong, 

bringing about shoals. That is what causes the floods. 

The interesting part of this claim is not that it invokes the sponge theory, which is 

widespread in Indonesia and elsewhere. It is, rather, the nationalisation of this 

sponge theory: Malaysia has no forest; Malaysia itself plants oil palm; Malaysia 

sends the floods. It is important to keep in mind that, beyond a few geographical 

specifications—of which, in any case, few people are aware—the idea of “Malaysia” 

is left vague. Unlike upstream Muruts, extremely few people in the lowlands have 

experience of going to Sabah via the Sembakung River. Their crossings take them 

through areas such as Sei Manggaris or via sea. As such, the floods simply crash 

down from a “border” or a “Malaysia,” both always located somewhere far away, of 

which they have no lived experience and in which they cannot intervene.  

It is often noted that local rains do not cause floods, but rather rain “in 

Malaysia.” Even such an apparently simple suggestion that a certain flood incident 

was caused by “continuous rain” in Malaysia is ultimately made without any 

reference to immediate experience. Due to the distance, one does not actually 

know that it has been raining except through inference. That is, one comes to know 

Malaysia’s industrial prosperity through one’s own suffering. At issue is the theme 

of spatial and agentive alterity common to all the notions of causation reviewed 

here. The mere intelligibility of the adjective kiriman demonstrates a conception 

of the floods’ origins as elsewhere; the floods’ origins are not of the place they occur. 

This fact raises the question of the character, especially the scale, of that 

“elsewhere.” It is, of course, “Malaysia.” Thus the term reveals a widespread 

assumption of alterity reckoned nationally and, specifically, the otherness of 

“Malaysia,” implying, conversely, an identification with “Indonesia” on the part of 

the speaker. The case therefore challenges understandings of borderland life in 

terms of its rejection of the spatial order of nation-states. 

It is worthwhile to consider the “companies” of which people speak both locally 

and in Malaysia. The idea of companies coming in and wholesale destroying the 
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forest, victimising local people, is a useless oversimplification in the Tidung case, 

as in much of Borneo.16 People have a few clear and valid grievances, such as when 

their heritable fruit and honey trees, as well as graveyards and sacred sites, have 

been negatively affected by extractive activities. They are also unhappy about 

having had to bear disproportionately the negative ecological and other 

consequences of the frontier, particularly the enclosure of commons. They do not, 

however, have the same kind of commitment to the forests as they do to the rivers, 

even if it has been an important setting for hunting and sourcing a variety of timber 

and non-timber forest products. Grievances about companies in relation to floods 

are one case where people feel that the benefits they have obtained are not 

proportionate to the suffering they have endured. 

The companies are blamed for the floods in only a partial sense. Yet, while 

Tidung people occasionally do make claims against companies, and sometimes 

major ones, the overwhelming majority of my consultants have understood 

themselves as people who are disinclined to do so.17 Beyond the practical 

consideration of not biting the hand that feeds them—a hand which supposedly 

pays tax and thereby contributes to regional development—recall the Tidung 

emphasis on “patience.” People who participate in demonstrations and make 

claims against companies are frequently frowned upon in everyday conversation. 

Any possible legitimacy of their claims is dismissed on the face of it; if they were 

entitled, they would not claim. Even if people wanted to mobilise against 

companies, they would not know how to proceed. As Arif, the village head of 

Lubakan, explained to me: 

Those who cut down [the forest] have not taken responsibility with the 

communities on the Sembakung River. Against whom could we claim? They 

have all erred. If we were to make a claim against a company, then where would 

the community work? So, that’s that. 

Implicit even in complaints such as this one, however, is the participation of people 

in their own victimisation. It is reminiscent of a conversation I had with a Bugis 

former labour migrant while I was stranded at his out-of-the-way mechanic shop. 

Where I commented on the severity of punishment informal migrants face, such 

as beatings, he pointed out that this is simply people getting what they want: 

knowing the consequences, people get right back on the boat over to Malaysia after 

being deported. Similarly, my consultants have not treated the understanding of 

floods-caused-by-companies as a reason to abstain from working for those 

 
16 Semedi and Bakker, ‘Between Land Grabbing and Farmers’ Benefits’; Sellato and Sercombe, 

‘Borneo, Hunter-Gatherers, and Change’. 
17 See Chapter 2. 
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companies, or even as objectionable but necessary. The floods can be caused by 

the extractive frontier, and extraction is done by companies—but local people also 

work for those companies. In this sense, explanations focused on companies are 

not enough to exempt ordinary people from responsibility. Pak Cik Ibrahim’s brief 

explanation, namely, that the floods are punishment for local people’s failure to 

stop the companies, was very insightful. The crucial issue is that people have been 

complicit with the extractive frontier. 

This nationalised cartography—indeed, nationalised cosmology—is shared 

even by bureaucrats on Nunukan. Reports written by government teams frequently 

point to rain “in Malaysia” and a flow of water “from the border” as causing the 

floods. In national space, people far away “on the other side” exploit their 

environment to the point of excess, and it is people in Sembakung who suffer for 

it. Local government reports, which are written by members of the community 

with government jobs, tend to note the transboundary nature of the floods upfront. 

A report on a flood of April, 2017, for example, says that the floods are “caused by 

[disebabkan] an increase in rain intensity in upstream Sembakung River (Malaysia) 

which causes [mengakibatkan] the overflow of river water and inevitably impacts 

[berdampak] upon districts which are geographically located in river course areas, 

which include the districts of Lumbis Ogong, Lumbis, Sembakung Atulai and 

Sembakung.”18 The floods start “in Malaysia” and then affect the various “districts.” 

All space is state space. Again, a monolithic “Malaysia” lies “on the other side” in 

contrast to the disaggregated and intimate space of Kalimantan. 

People are compelled to explain why the floods have become more frequent and 

severe in the twenty-first century. One possibility raised is that the “sand” the 

floods bring stays and raises the riverbed so that each flood is successively worse. 

Once the depth of the water was twenty or thirty metres and is now sometimes as 

low as five or ten metres. Atap and other severely affected villages such as the old 

Lubakan are known to be flood-prone because they are “low.” In these villages, the 

floods can arrive earlier and recede later. The quality of lowness is often cited as a 

cause in itself. 

It is not just rain that is posited as the immediate cause of the increase of water 

in the river. Some people know there to be three smaller rivers that drain into what 

eventually becomes the Sembakung, and that this drainage contributes to the 

severity of the floods. Some suggest, moreover, that when there is a problem with 

“the dam” on the Malaysian part of the river, or when the Malaysians carelessly 

open up the dam, then the flow and volume of water increases and floods ensue. 

One is left wondering who, exactly, has seen this dam. But the important point is 

 
18 Tim Posko Banjir Kecamatan Sembakung, ‘Laporan Penanganan Bencana Banjir Sungai 

Sembakung’. 
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the intentionality ascribed the Malaysians; their gain is our loss. 

In this section, I have illuminated the nation-state’s penetration into vernacular 

cosmology. I have done so by exploring theorisations of the floods among those 

most affected and in technical discourse. This example has illustrated an 

intergenerational shift from understandings couched more strictly in terms of the 

vernacular Islam, toward the now hegemonic explanation couched in terms of 

borderland political ecology. 

 

Settlement dilemmas 

In this section, I consider the effects of, and proposed solutions to, the floods. I 

focus on the fact that forms of resettlement have been the principle and most 

plausible answers among most parties concerned. In doing so, I show how the 

alleviation of chaotic hardship has largely been sought in moving closer to centres 

of state power. 

Solutions to the floods have increasingly been framed in technical and especially 

infrastructural terms, thus necessarily, in this context, in terms of the state. Many 

suggest that “the government” (pemerintah) should do something about the floods. 

Using a central keyword for people’s relation to the state from the margins in this 

region, the floods are evidence that people are not diperhatikan, not “cared for” or 

“attended to.”19 One student “started to become surprised about why there is no 

serious attention given when it floods in Sembakung, we are not attended to, [and] 

why there is no response from communities that are in areas that never experience 

flooding.” Yet, at least some attention has been paid to these communities. 

The single most damaging aspect of the floods is that they take such a long time 

to recede; at times, around two weeks or even longer. Often people concede that 

floods are a part of life here and that they would be tolerable for themselves and 

their gardens if only they receded quickly. Some proposed “solutions” thus focus 

less on trying to stop the floods entirely (not building large levees as in Malinau or 

Tideng Pale), and more on how to hasten the drainage of the floods when they 

inevitably occur. The roads in Atap were tarred and raised in 2014 to make them 

also function as a levee. Local people consider this to have been largely ineffective 

because their houses remain the same height and the waters of the most damaging 

floods are higher than the roads. It is, moreover, not much of a solution for the 

villages further downstream, which are “still” not accessible by road. The newer 

roads are nonetheless useful as long as the floodwaters are low enough to permit 

driving a motorcycle on them. Some people claim that the definitive solution will 

be to make canals through the capes, allowing increased volumes of water to flow 

 
19 See also Chapter 8. 
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through. This claim is informed by the notion that the floods are as bad as they are 

because the Sembakung twists and turns, leading it to drain more slowly. A 

consultant working in speedboat transportation noted that this could have the 

added benefit of making it faster and easier to get to Tarakan. 

The main issue for Tarlen Handayani, who wrote a paper on the floods, was the 

enclosure of surrounding land by forestry concessions such that there was little 

room for people to live and garden.20 Tidung tend not to be accustomed to hillside 

gardening, in stark contrast to their swidden-cultivating upstream neighbours. 

Where people have had access to land at some elevation on which to garden, they 

have done so. This issue, however, is attenuated by the agreement that Adindo 

allow for a strip of land immediately adjacent to the road for villagers’ gardens. But 

this does not say enough about the problem of the floods. 

The government has implemented the initiative of Disaster-Resilient Villages 

(Kampung Siaga Bencana, KSB). As part of Disaster-Resilient Villages, various 

programs are run both in preparation for and during floods. In preparation, 

training drills can be done, and during the floods, Disaster-Resilient Villages 

coordinates the distribution of aid, as well as the relocation of people where 

necessary. While aid is distributed throughout affected villages, some people 

object that it is weighted toward Atap as the most populous town and centre for 

coordinating relief, with those at most risk of becoming destitute living in the more 

remote settlements. According to its local leader, the goal of the Disaster-Resilient 

Villages initiative is to ensure that this mobility and aid distribution is “orderly” or 

“directed” (terarah), whereas previously people’s responses were haphazard—this 

point is crucial. As part of the program, reports are now made on floods affecting 

the area. 

Few have attempted to devise solutions that would prevent the floods entirely. 

The most ambitious idea in this respect has been to encourage foreign investment 

in a large hydropower scheme in the upstream part of the river. At the time of 

writing, this plan is still under discussion. Aside from generating electricity in a 

region where the supply is often unreliable, the dam, supposedly, would regulate 

the flow of water and put an end to the floods. Any plan that goes ahead will be 

some years off, however. The would-be elites of the Kabudaya discussed in the next 

chapter are generally keen on the idea. 

Especially interested people, however, lament that there is no international 

cooperation to mitigate the floods. “Malaysia” sends floods over to “Indonesia” and 

then “Indonesia” deals with it or, indeed, does not. The irony is not lost on some 

that forest fire haze has been an ongoing issue in international relations, whereas 

 
20 Handayani, ‘Perebutan Ruang Hidup Rakyat vs. Negara’. 
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they are “left behind” by both governments.21 A recent report issued by the National 

Agency for Disaster Management (Badan Nasional Penanggulangan Bencana) 

notes that the “difference in national territories is a challenge in itself for the 

Nunukan district government in disaster management efforts.”22 Yet, this 

challenge has not been seriously taken up, especially as the proposed solutions are 

nationally enclosed. So much for local solutions. 

The main solution presented by the regional government has been of a different 

nature: resettlement. Even Kabudaya leaders’ favoured solution is to relocate 

people to the towns that would be established in the new district. Residents of 

Atap, however, have proven stubbornly resistant to the idea. People are usually sad 

to leave their “historical villages” (kampung bersejarah), and there is a clear 

sentimental and vernacular political importance to maintaining ties with “old 

villages” such as Atap. A new village would be precisely that—new—and this is 

dissatisfying in a context where the political logic of precedence is significant, 

involving constant bickering among Tidung communities over what their “oldest” 

villages are, and therefore who their “oldest” people are.23 Yet, it is important to 

remember that Tidung histories, whether individual or collective, involve fairly 

frequent movement from place to place within the region. 

Some government staff, including House of Representatives members and staff 

in the Regional Agency for Disaster Management (Badan Penanggulangan Bencana 

Daerah, BPBD), find the apparent resistance to resettlement frustrating, as they 

see few other ways forward. As with all relations between regional government and 

rural villages, there is a palpable disconnect between the habitus of the largely 

middle-class, urban, migrant staff in the former and the villagers with whom I have 

spent most of my time. In broad terms, government staff with whom I have spoken 

understand that there are important connections between Tidung and the rivers, 

even if they might generally be unaware of the nature and depth of these 

connections. The importance of the river is crucial for understanding people’s 

engagement with development in relation to floods here. 

People of this region, as in most parts of Borneo, understand that it is important 

to live near a river for a variety of reasons. Tidung people have classically made 

their houses at the edges of rivers where they are easily accessible by boat. The 

functionality of this design is evidenced by the contemporary tendency to build 

houses by the roadside (but still close to the river), as motorcycles have become 

more important for everyday mobilities. A further issue concerns vernacular 

religion. Sacrificing to riverine spirits is a central part of religious and healing 

 
21 See, for example, Forsyth, ‘Public Concerns about Transboundary Haze’. 
22 Badan Nasional Penanggulangan Bencana, ‘Kajian Risiko Bencana Kabupaten Nunukan’, 5. 
23 See, for example, Fox, ‘Precedence in Perspective’. 



181 

 

practices in this region, without which people will be possessed by dissatisfied 

ancestors, incur illness, and suffer general misfortune.24 Transportation and 

economic issues are also very important. People in Atap do not tend to stereotype 

themselves as “fishermen” in the same way as do other Tidung, but fishing, riverine 

gathering and harvesting vegetables, are important parts of local subsistence. 

Further, Atap’s proximity to Tarakan is important. The sale of garden produce and 

procurement of everyday commodities for Atap is closely tied to Tarakan’s markets 

and shops. People reportedly find it difficult to sell their vegetables in Nunukan, 

and relatively easy in Tarakan, with the latter also being easier to get to by boat. If 

they could directly sell products in Tawau, then the prospect would be more 

appealing, but things are too strict now. Maintaining a riverine connection to 

Tarakan is therefore essential for local trade. 

The claim that Tidung people cannot stand resettlement as such, however, is 

absurd. Sembakung Tidung have been moving away from the floods for half a 

century. People are not really opposed to relocation in itself so much as relocation 

that will cause them further hardship. It is, in part, the locations that have been 

presented to them (further up by the highway) that make such schemes 

unacceptable. Even aside from those who emigrated, people have, in fact, resettled 

from the old Lubakan and other villages en masse. This movement clearly 

demonstrates that they are not opposed to relocation provided that the new 

location shows good prospects of durable improvement. The Sabahan resettlement 

example is instructive: people were happy enough to move, for example, to the 

planned settlements of Kalabakan and Merotai. In these cases, they were satisfied 

with the quality of the buildings, and the towns were situated by rivers. In a 

discussion at the Regional Agency for Disaster Management on Nunukan, the case 

of Lubakan Kanal was pointed out to me as a successful instance of relocation, 

albeit one not coordinated by regional government strictly speaking. While this 

claim is true, people at Lubakan Kanal have been able to maintain a connection to 

the river via the canal, and so it has been the canal that has allowed them to move 

such a distance from the river. The relocation of Lubakan is, then, consistent with 

the more general sentiment toward resettlement.  

It is instructive to review the Lubakan resettlement. In 1970, when Lubakan was 

struck by a major flood, some of the population moved to the Binusan area in 

Nunukan, specifically Sungai Fatimah. At the time, there were purportedly “over 

500” families living in Lubakan. The original inhabitants of Lubakan had, then, 

thinned out. Before 2000, another major flood hit and a portion of the population 

moved to Pelaju. Subsequently, Pelaju was formalised as an administrative village. 

 
24 See, for example, Beech, The Tidong Dialects of Borneo, chap. 2. 
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In January of 2007, there was one of the worst floods in living memory. This flood 

finally prompted people to start to move the village of Lubakan to the new, higher, 

“canal” location that was not affected by floods. In January of 2008, there was 

another flood and more people moved. Local government officials applied for 

assistance from the district and provincial government for a relocation scheme, but 

this assistance did not materialise. In January of 2014, a flood even worse than the 

2007 one hit, with the effect that the entirety of the village relocated to the new 

location. Old Lubakan was no longer fit for settlement, and people would not be 

able to wait for a relocation program. The village head, Arif, informed me that there 

was, in any case, “no plan to extend road access from the district capital to the 

village.” The relocation efforts fundamentally relied on labour from communal 

reciprocal assistance (swadaya gotong royong), with “no government 

compensation.” It was not a government resettlement program. The government 

did, however, assist by providing roofing for the houses along with the primary 

school. Specifically, a prominent Tidung big woman on Nunukan claims to have 

been instrumental to organising this movement while she was still in a senior 

government position. There are now approximately 150 houses at Lubakan Kanal; 

the old settlement has fallen into the ever-hungry river. 

According to some, the new location is good. People are keen about the prospect 

of a road soon extending there from Atap. While they are generally happy with 

the—as usual, low-level—employment opportunities provided by logging and 

plantation companies in the area (and despite the occasional land dispute), they 

are keen to see more commercial activity and employment. Some people with 

whom I have spoken are rather more sceptical and upset about the conditions in 

the new village, seeing little opportunity there. The surrounding land is, 

apparently, largely peatland: a “fire hazard” unsuitable for cultivation. Their new 

gardens are also further away from their houses. They sometimes worry that their 

“unemployed youth” will be forced to move to town and take on demeaning work 

or become addicted to the methamphetamines which, having made their way 

south over the border, are common in town. 

In the new Lubakan, the canal’s main current function is allowing people to 

move between their houses and the river via boat more easily, since the new village 

site is, for obvious reasons, significantly further inland than a typical Tidung village 

would be. Replicating the usual residential pattern, the houses have been made in 

a straight line parallel to the canal, with a poor quality road running between them. 

As with everywhere, though, people expect it to be concreted eventually. Even this 

movement is difficult when the canal is dry, however, and there are additional fuel 

expenses compared to having direct access to the river. 

The canal itself has been controversial. It was part of the government-funded 



183 

 

project to make a canal between the Sebuku and the Sembakung, which has not 

been completed properly. Some claim it was because of the expense, and some 

because of local people’s objections. One of the proposed positive aspects of the 

canal was that it would open up economic links with Nunukan, as people would be 

able to cut through the canal to get to the Sebuku and onward to the island. Local 

people dismissed this because they much prefer to sell their produce in Tarakan. 

One senior member of the district government—and she is not exceptional here—

also noted that people on the Sembakung were not keen to see crocodiles 

populating their river from the Sebuku. Crocodiles are far more common in the 

latter than in the former, and the reader will recall the explanation of their 

increasing population as a function of the decline of Sesayap Tidung hunting.25 

There are also concerns about reduction in work for speedboat operators, for 

example. While the canal was, apparently, supposed to alleviate the floods by 

facilitating drainage, almost everyone I have consulted about it has rejected the 

possibility of this actually happening. In two mutually contradictory hypotheses, 

and depending on which area they think is “lower,” people argue either that the 

canal would have led to floods on the Sebuku, or worsened floods on the 

Sembakung. In any case, it has not been an agreeable solution. 

The entire region, then, has come to resemble Tidung settlements in Sabah in 

the sense that the basis for “subsistence” livelihoods has eroded and older trade 

products are hard to come across, leaving people in greater need of wage work. The 

difference in Sabah is that these bases have been displaced by extensive plantations 

that provide men with poorly paid but nonetheless consistent and readily available 

wage employment. On the Sembakung, people have fewer opportunities for 

employment. Young men get jobs in the extractive industries, such as in logging 

and the extensive surrounding acacia plantations but, on the whole, people 

summarise the situation as difficult as they lack opportunity for high-quality wage 

work and the fall-back of gardening and fishing.  

Sembakung Tidung, therefore, are becoming a precariatised surplus 

population.26 The difficulty of the situation has long prompted resettlement and 

emigration. As the former forestry official from above explained: 

In the end, they have changed their practice, which used to be gardening. Now 

they live off wages [makan gaji]; they look for sources of wage work. As it 

happens, oil palm plantations have opened, and there they go. But most of the 

Sembakung community are no longer in Sembakung; they have emigrated to 

Nunukan, Malaysia, Tarakan, Bulungan, and so on. 

 
25 See Chapter 4. 
26 See Li, ‘After Development’. 
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Note that these locations are all political and commercial centres.  

Most locally, one outcome of the floods severely affecting these villages has been 

to encourage further movement to Atap. While Atap is also badly affected, the 

reasons here largely have to do with livelihoods. Because gardening has become 

extraordinarily difficult, people have turned to Atap because it provides other 

options, such as in small-scale entrepreneurship. These options are insufficient 

replacements for substantial gardens and consistent wage work, but they help 

people to get by. Movement to Atap is also encouraged by the fact that people have 

extensive kin networks there and it remains close enough to their home villages. 

More broadly, floods account for a significant amount of Tidung migration 

throughout the region from the mid-twentieth century, including migration to 

Malaysia. When I have asked older people how they ended up moving to 

Kalabakan, for example, a common response is that they “could not bear the 

floods” (ndak tahan banjir). The family of Pak Cik Ibrahim and Haji Abdullah 

earlier in the thesis is one example among many; I have also reviewed the influx of 

Sembakung Tidung in Kalabakan.27 The floods are thus of central importance to 

understanding Tidung mobility over time. They again situate Tidung in a 

borderland milieu.  

To summarise the broad significance of such movement, the following table has 

been adapted from one interested person’s notes on the floods. Haji Ishak is a 

Sembakung Tidung man who now lives on Nunukan Island. The table runs only to 

2011 since, afterwards, he left local government. Its most interesting part—

coverage of floods prior to the 1960s—is also its most dubious: 

Year Height 

(metres) 

Duration 

(days) 

Effect 

1926 2.5 [null] Many Sembakung residents moved to Kalabakan, 
Mantadak, Pasir Putih and Tawau. 

1936 2.7 20 The population of Sembakung moved to 
Mantikas (Sebatik), Sungai Mantri and Sungai 
Bilal (Nunukan), Tana Lia and Tengkudecing 
(Mandul Island), Tarakan and Pulau Bunyu. 

1958 2.7 16 The population of Sembakung moved to an 
uninhabited river on Nunukan Island and 
established a new village named Binusan. 

1970 2.5 19 The population of Sembakung moved to Sungai 
Fatimah, Tarakan and Bunyu. 

1982 2.5 15 The population of Sembakung again relocated, 
though not in great numbers, to Sungai Mantri, 
Sungai Fatimah and Binusan, Nunukan. 

 
27 See Chapters 3 and 6. 
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Year Height 

(metres) 

Duration 

(days) 

Effect 

1995 2.3 15 The population of Sembakung did not relocate; 
however, the effects of the floods were strongly 
felt by the Sembakung community. 

2007 3.2 18 The population of Sembakung did not move; 
however, this flood was the biggest flood ever to 
happen in Sembakung. 

2008 2.5 16 There was no relocation. 

2009 2.4 19 There was no relocation. 

2010 2.7 29 There was no relocation. This was, however, the 
longest flood in the last eighty years, so that the 
effects were extremely damaging and paralysed 
the economy of the Sembakung community. 

2011 2.5 10 There was no relocation, but the effects of the 
flood were strongly felt by the Sembakung 
community because, for five years in a row, 
floods had hit the Sembakung district. 

It is difficult to see how people knew what a metre was in the early twentieth 

century or, if this was official data, from where it came. What is important and 

correct is that the floods have accounted for much of the distribution of 

Sembakung Tidung throughout the region, and are emphasised as causing 

widespread hardship. Clear, again, is how resettlement resulting from all but the 

first flood is to centres of state power. Mandul Island, a marginal destination from 

the first flood, is in fact immediately adjacent to Tarakan, the greatest centre in 

North Kalimantan, but is considered perhaps the most remote Tidung area because 

of the lack of road access; its most recent claim to fame is the number of pirates in 

its surrounding waters (all Bugis, of course, according to Tidung consultants). 

The foregoing covers the general trend of moving away from Sembakung, but 

this flow is not entirely unidirectional. People can move onward from the places 

that they resettle in, or even back to Sembakung. Yet, this is true of the Sembakung 

in the same sense that it is true of Malaysia: in principle, people can move back; in 

practice, few do. The setting of an “upland anarchism” does not quite obtain in 

Borneo; central to this account has been the gesture of fleeing to the hills. Yet, 

shipping people off to the frontier, especially through transmigration schemes, has 

been a technique of rule here since at least the European days. Indeed, the problem 

of what to do with so many new arrivals has come to be seen as a pressing one in 

contemporary Jakarta—let alone the cities of Sabah. If a certain political imaginary 

was discernible in anarchist gestures, the present case raises the question of what 

it means when people flee not to the hills but to the capital; or, of what happens 

when those demanding relief from the “friction of terrain” are not agents of the 



186 

 

state but proto-citizens. 

When one explores the sponge theory discourse as a discourse, one finds a rich 

commentary on power, development and the state. Benedict Anderson argued that 

power in the Javanese conception has a sort of absolute quantity such that 

competition between centres is a zero-sum game. This is a useful approach (the 

Ligitan and Sipadan case is one example of how this can play out at the border). Of 

particular relevance here is that “the signs of a lessening in the tautness of a ruler's 

Power and of a diffusion of his strength are seen equally in manifestations of 

disorder in the natural world—floods, eruptions, and plagues—and in 

inappropriate modes of social behaviour—theft, greed, and murder.”28 I have 

furnished many examples already, but one could note, for example, one consultant 

ascribing all the woes of Tana Tidung to the apparently improper way in which the 

district head managed the irau festival sacrifices. The district should be secure, he 

insisted, following up with a rhetorical, “is KTT [Kabupaten Tana Tidung] secure?” 

Having “many factories” is an index of liveliness and thus an index of power.29 

There are few factories in the entire mainland part of the district, while people 

imagine a Malaysia with a great many factories and roads and plantations and so 

on. I have already addressed the trajectory by which people have come to have little 

direct experience of Malaysia;30 trivially few in the Tidung villages have been to the 

Malaysian parts of the Sembakung. One sees in the sponge theory a preoccupation 

with the industry of Malaysia only in terms of what it discards: poison, silt, floods—

ruination, in short. Important here is how the bad impacts of the floods bear on 

fertility and therefore human life. Damage to gardens is the biggest issue, but one 

can also note the sacrificial dimensions of the floods. Recall the association of life 

or generative capacity with sovereignty.31 The floods curtail every such capacity and 

every advancement of the state. Electricity goes out; school shuts down; nobody 

can make money; the crops and domestic animals die. Disaster strikes; all is in 

chaos; there is no direction. These are all the usual phenomena which accompany 

a loss of power both in Tidung stories and in classical Malay conceptions 

generally.32 If one attends to the timeframe ascribed to the floods, one sees that it 

coincides with the formation of Malaysia. One sees, that is, prosperous industry on 

the Malaysian side and backward ruination on the Indonesian side as the former 

ascends at the latter’s expense. I have noted that the Malaysian foil is always 

assumed. This is the bottom line of my analysis: prosperity in the Malaysian 

 
28 Anderson, Language and Power, 33. 
29 See also Chapter 8. 
30 See Chapters 3-4. 
31 Ho, ‘Foreigners and Mediators in the Constitution of Malay Sovereignty’. 
32 Milner, Kerajaan. 
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upstream is inferred from disaster in the Indonesian downstream. 

Commentary on these “Malaysian-sent floods” is a commentary on the 

ascendance of the neighbouring “country of prosperity” from which people have 

been excluded as they are “left behind” in Indonesia. To say the persistence of the 

floods is a developmental failure or unresolved technical problem is simply to say 

that their persistence indexes a lack of power on the part of the Indonesian state. 

In the first chapter of the thesis, I gave the example of Hajah Siti preventing great 

floods as she crossed the border into Brunei by gaining recognition of her powerful 

ancestry; this, in fact, demonstrated her political power in Brunei. The issue here 

is that the inability of the local state to control the weather, to stop the floods, 

could not be more apparent. Alexander Dalrymple observed the element common 

to the region’s origin myths of a heavenly snake or dragon at the peak of Kinabalu, 

articulated with ideologies of sovereignty.33 Consider, then, that Man Sulaiman 

explained the Sembakung floods in terms of the dragon dying and its corpse 

forming a dam upstream which eventually gave way (the initial dragon, ca. 1960s). 

Since then the Sembakung has flooded. No more power; just floods. 

Most importantly, consider that the response to the floods has almost invariably 

been to move closer to centres of power. Among these destinations are the 

government-planned settlements of Sabah, nowadays with their “straight” and 

“smooth” roads to every other centre in East Malaysia and Brunei. I showed how 

Haji Abdullah explicitly claimed to have made things better in his new settlement 

than on the Sembakung by connecting Sungai Fatimah, where he moved because 

of the floods, with Nunukan town.34 Even in the Lubakan Kanal case, the greatest 

appeal of the new location is that it will be linked by road to Atap or, rather, the 

road will “reach” or “penetrate” (tembus) to the settlement. Atap is linked by road 

to Tanjung Selor, “the province,” and through this to even greater centres such as 

Samarinda. This logic—wreak havoc then move them to the capital—was a 

deliberate method Brooke of Sarawak, for example, used to consolidate his power.35 

As always, though, the point is not intention but outcome.36 It is in this light that 

I have also considered the destruction of centres such as Tarakan and Tanjung 

Palas as marking the loss and capture of Tidung and Bulungan power. 

A recent paper on flooding in Semarang noted that when people talked about 

improvement in flooding in spite of clear evidence, they were referring rather to 

“infrastructural development” and to the facts that “access to medical and social 

services had improved; state subsidies and aid projects flowed to the area; and 

 
33 Dalrymple, Oriental Repertory, 1:559. 
34 See Chapter 3. 
35 Walker, Power and Prowess, 54. 
36 Errington, Meaning and Power, 165. 
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people began to feel safer.”37 Similarly, in the case at hand, there is no immediate 

solution to the floods because they are not the disease: they are its symptom. The 

“root cause” is the power differential, vernacularly conceived, between Indonesia 

and Malaysia. If it is a half-joke when people say that Malaysia sends the floods, it 

is no joke to say that Indonesia does not stop them. 

In this section, I have shown how the alleviation of chaotic hardship has largely 

been sought in moving closer to centres of state power. I have done so by 

examining proposed solutions to the floods. These examples have illustrated a 

common focus on resettlement. The next chapter will consider an effort to address 

the disease itself by consolidating state power locally along the Sembakung and 

establishing new centres that would be viable local options for spontaneous and, 

perhaps, directed resettlement. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often suggested that borderland inhabitants are 

sceptical or even hostile toward the national order of things. As I noted in the 

introductory chapter, however, scholars have also observed how national identities 

and national conceptions of space can be heightened in borderlands. In this 

chapter, I have elaborated on this view. 

I have presented an analysis of severe transboundary flooding on the 

Sembakung River, instances of which are now called on the Kalimantese side 

“Malaysian-sent floods.” First, I considered some experiences of the floods among 

those directly affected. I focused on how livelihoods of every orientation become 

difficult or impossible to sustain in their wake. In doing so, I emphasised the 

disastrous nature of the floods, as chaos touches the lives of all affected. Secondly, 

I considered people’s theorisation of the causes of the floods, which always relate 

to human agency. I focused on an intergenerational shift from understandings 

couched more strictly in terms of the vernacular Islam, toward the now hegemonic 

explanation couched in terms of borderland political ecology. In doing so, I 

illuminated the nation-state’s penetration into vernacular cosmology. Thirdly, I 

considered the effects of, and proposed solutions to, the floods. I focused on the 

fact that forms of resettlement have been the principle and most plausible answers 

among most parties concerned. In doing so, I showed how the alleviation of chaotic 

hardship has largely been sought in moving closer to centres of state power. 

Focusing on the settlement of Atap, I have shown that people have embraced an 

order of nations in a borderland idiom to the point of banality, and treat the 

nation-states as a source of solutions to their collective suffering as much as a 

 
37 Ley, ‘Discipline and Drain’, 61. 
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source of the suffering itself. In advancing this analysis, I have argued that 

theorisations of the floods function as a commentary on international asymmetry 

from the borderland—on the ascendance of “Malaysia” at the expense of the nation 

to which people belong—and shape prospective solutions to the flood problem 

accordingly. It follows that these people of the borderland do not reject an order 

of nations. The chapter has thus supported my overall argument by drawing out a 

redoubled appeal to the Indonesian nation-state in an attempt to alleviate 

collective hardship. 
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8. Border Dayaks 

In the previous chapter, I considered how people embrace an order of nations and 

seek to position themselves closer to centres of state power. I did not, however, 

consider how people attempt to draw the nation-state into their place. To do so, in 

this chapter, I consider an attempt to goad the state into penetrating its margins. 

I present an analysis of a movement for a new Indonesian autonomous district 

tentatively called the “Border Dayak Lands District” (Kabupaten Bumi Dayak 

Perbatasan, abbreviated to Kabudaya).1 I show that the movement, premised on a 

novel state-centric conception of marginality, is a clear and concerted effort to seek 

the state from the margins. In advancing this analysis, I argue that the case signifies 

the point at which borderland “transgression” is transformed into a resource for 

national integration such that vernacular and central political projects converge. It 

follows that notions of borderland transgression might, in fact, index the success 

of the project of national state-building. The chapter thus supports my overall 

argument by demonstrating how people seek the state from the margins through 

the fantasy of the transgressive borderland. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I consider classical conceptions of 

marginality and their apparent supersession by new idioms of marginality. I focus 

on how spatial margins are identified with national borders rather than with the 

uplands or interior. In doing so, I draw out a nation-state-centric reconfiguration 

of politically relevant spatial relations. Secondly, I consider the local grievances 

that are seized on to provide the raison d'être of the movement. I focus on how 

these grievances, chief among them being the typical problem of uneven 

distribution, concern a perceived absence of the state. In doing so, I show that the 

solution to many collective “problems” is to draw in the nation-state. Thirdly, I 

consider how campaigners articulate the movement with issues of a national scale. 

I focus on their claim that territorial loss and “exodus” to Malaysia is imminent if 

the region does not see development. In doing so, I show how seeking the state is 

an attempt to realise an apparent desire for prosperity, treated as a natural 

consequence of the “blossoming” of the Indonesian nation-state to its margins. 

 

Shifting margins 

In this section, I consider classical conceptions of marginality and their apparent 

supersession by new idioms of marginality. I focus on how spatial margins are 

identified with national borders rather than with the uplands or interior. In doing 

 
1 For one published map, see: 

https://web.archive.org/web/20201214023643/https://www.metrokaltara.com/wp-

content/uploads/2016/07/FB_IMG_1466299273628.jpg  
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so, I draw out a nation-state-centric reconfiguration of politically relevant spatial 

relations. 

The classical geography of marginality in insular Southeast Asia has been 

extensively documented.2 An important aspect of this is the distinction between 

uplands and lowlands, or upstream and downstream (recall that Borneans have 

almost invariably settled nearby rivers). Inhabitants of the former have routinely 

been characterised, in various ways, as inferior by inhabitants of the latter. So, as 

Tania Li wrote in a prominent paper, “to go upland, inland, towards forests, away 

from the coasts and from sawah [wet rice] cultivation” was “to move from domains 

of greater power to lesser power and prestige, from centres towards margins.”3 

Some of the earliest scholarship on the region at hand noted that the reach of the 

Bulungan sultanate did not extend far upstream, reflecting the upland “anarchism” 

that has attracted much scholarly attention recently.4 

The steady erasure of the friction of terrain, however, has had profound 

implications.5 In this new context, margins become what Anna-Teresa Grumblies, 

in her recent overview of the topic, has called “sites of opportunity.”6 Once people 

understand the kind of marginality intelligible to the Indonesians, margins become 

resources on which they can draw to make various claims. This specific context 

resonates with recent scholarship which explores how people draw on their 

borderland status to articulate political claims.7 Yet, while is useful to claim 

marginality, people eventually come really to know and feel it.8 Somewhat 

paradoxically, therefore, it is precisely at the moment of insipient national 

incorporation that these claims of suffering as a function of living “far away on the 

border” emerge. 

It is necessary to consider marginality in relation to the interrelated questions 

of development and the state. For example, a convivial trend is that a recent 

Indonesian development principle has been to “develop from the margins.”9 In the 

Nawacita development agenda, the administration of President Joko Widodo, re-

elected during the writing of this thesis, has given nine priorities for national 

development, of which developing from the margins is the third. Margins are 

 
2 See, especially, Grumblies, ‘Conceptualising Marginality in Indonesia’. 
3 Li, ‘Marginality, Power and Production’, 3. 
4 Hageman, ‘Aanteekeningen Omtrent Een Gedeelte Der Oostkust van Borneo’; cf. Scott, The Art of 

Not Being Governed. 
5 Michaud, ‘Zomia and Beyond’. 
6 Grumblies, ‘Conceptualising Marginality in Indonesia’, 56. 
7 See the introductory chapter. 
8 On this topic, see Stodulka and Röttger-Rössler, ‘The Emotional Make-up of Marginality and 

Stigma’. 
9 Priyarsono, ‘Jokowi’s “To Develop from the Periphery” Policy’. 
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usually thought of in terms of the concept of Backward, Outermost and Frontier 

regions which I have mentioned. These margins are spatial and state-centric, 

especially when they are considered as the cartographic margins of the nation-

state, that is, as borders. Nunukan is usually included in the lists of Backward, 

Outermost and Frontier regions; residents are therefore eligible for various 

affirmative action schemes in Indonesia. At the district scale, moreover, Nunukan 

has long worked with the idea of developing as a borderland. For some time, this 

approach proceeded under the banner of its Golden Gate program, an acronym 

referring to the border and which unpacks to the Movement to Develop an 

Independent, Secure and Prosperous Economy (Gerakan Membangun Ekonomi 

Mandiri Aman dan Sejahtera, GERBANG EMAS). This development from the 

margins is a project of state territorialisation; this much is explicitly acknowledged 

by its proponents and recipients. If only central officials had skin in the game, one 

could call it the nth iteration of the Palapa Oath. The spatial margins referred to 

which the official agenda refers are often reiterated in various comments made by 

the president, for example: “We want the people of Indonesia who are on the 

margins, in the border areas, on the outlying islands, in the isolated areas to feel 

the presence of the country, to taste the fruits of development, and feel proud to 

be citizens of the Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia”.10 The agenda is, then, 

a self-conscious attempt to further the project of state territorialisation. 

With regard to development more generally, I note in the first place the absence 

of post-developmental sentiment.11 There is, moreover, a general absence of 

notions such as “poverty” or “human rights” from vernacular discussion of 

development in the region. When the idea of poverty is invoked by indigenous 

North Kalimantese, it is often done with justification but little sense of 

perspective.12 Most people with whom I have lived have pitied people on Java—

who often consider Kalimantan a place where everyone is rich—even as they claim 

that “Java” and “the centre” have been enriched at their expense. Suffice it to say 

that the region is a migrant-receiving one despite the tiny scale of transmigration 

schemes. Similarly with discourses based on indigenous rights: there are few bigger 

fans of logging, mining and oil palm than the Tidung men with whom I have lived.13 

Development—that is, pembangunan—needs to be conceptualised in 

contextually specific terms.14 In the first place, this means putting aside the 

 
10 Erdianto, ‘Jokowi’. 
11 See, especially, High, Fields of Desire; Matthews, ‘Colonised Minds?’ 
12 Sellato, Forest, Resources and People in Bulungan, 133–34. 
13 Cf., inter alia, Li, Land’s End; Tsing, Friction; Sellato and Sercombe, ‘Borneo, Hunter-Gatherers, 

and Change’; Semedi and Bakker, ‘Between Land Grabbing and Farmers’ Benefits’. 
14 See, especially, Heryanto, ‘The Development of “Development”’. 
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vernacular association between the concepts of development and progress. 

Cognate terms in Malay have the same connotations as in English of “construction” 

in the first instance, distantly followed by the more metaphorical “improvement.” 

There is a spatial as well as a temporal aspect to this.15 The idea of kemajuan, the 

closest equivalent to “progress” but really closer to “advancement,” has a tenuous 

connection to linear time. Tidung have, in my experience, overwhelmingly adopted 

the Malay conceit that advancement is marked by conversion to Islam. Modernity 

is Islamic, and conversion is a one-way street to the lowlands. The start of 

advancement is a natural consequence of conversion, and the process does not call 

for further explanation. This issue is a socio-spatial as well as a temporal one: now 

that the reality of “the island” is assumed, living on the coast qua outer edge has 

meant that they have been in more frequent and sustained contact with the 

allochthonous bearers of Islam and advancement. Hence the Tidung 

characterisation of their pre-history before advancement—when “whomsoever 

was strong became king,” people were giant and had immense spiritual power, and 

knew not of money but only “barter”—as a time when they were “still Christians 

and did not yet have religion.”16 Crucial for the discussion in this chapter, however, 

is that advancement after conversion becomes a matter of proximity to state 

centres. 

Development is thus best considered in spatial, rather than temporal, terms. 

Anna Tsing, for example, noted that Meratus people in upland Borneo “conflate 

the Indonesian words pembangunan … and bangunan … and they use them 

interchangeably; to Meratus, development is public construction work.”17 Shelly 

Errington, similarly, wrote that “Indonesians who are the objects of pembangunan 

joke that the word's root is not bangun but bangunan [noun, building] … because 

the main work of pembangunan seems to be erecting government buildings.”18 In 

advancing a more spatial than temporal understanding of development, Errington 

concluded that the “movement of ‘development’ under the guidance of Suharto's 

regime was less a movement along the line of time than it was the expansion of 

central governmental control (which drew its imperial symbols from Central Java) 

to dominate and encompass the periphery (the Outer Islands).”19 The case at hand 

is no exception. 

Edward Aspinall and Greg Fealy summarise Indonesian decentralisation well in 

an early piece on the matter: 

 
15 Cf., e.g., Errington, Meaning and Power; Milner, Kerajaan. 
16 Cf. the space-times of art in Errington, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art, 265–66. 
17 Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen, 86. 
18 Errington, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art, 264. 
19 Errington, 266. 
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The decentralisation process is based on Laws 22 and 25 of 1999. Law No. 

22/1999 on regional government dealt with the devolution of political authority, 

and Law No. 25/1999 on fiscal balance set out a new system of fiscal 

arrangements under which the regions would gain a far larger share of the 

revenue generated within their borders. Under the new system, the central 

government is required to cede authority to regional governments in all fields 

except foreign policy; defence and security, monetary policy, the legal system 

and religious affairs. It also retains control of a number of specific functions such 

as national planning and the setting and supervision of technical standards. 

Thus district governments, whose powers had previously been strictly 

circumscribed, were now to take on full responsibility for such important areas 

as education, health, the environment, labour, public works and natural 

resource management. Local parliaments gained the power to elect and dismiss 

district heads of government (that is, bupati and mayors) and to determine 

budgets and the organisational structure of the bureaucracy. The role of the 

provinces was confined to such areas as mediating disputes between districts, 

facilitating cross-district development and representing the central government 

within the region. Provincial legislatures could elect governors, but Jakarta's 

approval was required before a governor could be installed or removed.20 

Pemekaran—literally, “blossoming”—is one aspect of decentralisation. It involves 

the formation of new administrative units which, in accordance with the above, 

can have a significant degree of autonomy. 

Because of the background which I have sketched out, a large part of my task in 

this chapter is to draw out how pemekaran comes to stand for pembangunan in the 

contemporary context. The spatial approach which I endorse here warrants 

considering marginality and centre-periphery relations. Pemekaran presents an 

opportunity among those of the “regions” or “isolated areas” or “Outer Islands”—

in any case, those too far from Jakarta—to draw in the developmental liveliness of 

the nation-state. This analysis goes beyond the notion of “state-building” to see 

how state power expands through an indigenous frontier predicated on the 

desirability of the state.21 Indeed, while much is known about the political economy 

of pemekaran,22 significantly less has been said about the imaginaries and 

aspirations that it evokes.23 The latter are important because they can say much 

about how marginal people, including elites, invoke certain key concepts and 

recast enduring political logics to inform their engagements with Indonesia and its 

 
20 Aspinall and Fealy, ‘Decentralisation, Democratisation and the Rise of the Local’, 3–4. 
21 Li, Land’s End. 
22 Aspinall and Fealy, ‘Decentralisation, Democratisation and the Rise of the Local’. 
23 van Klinken, ‘Return of the Sultans’. 



195 

 

centres.24  

Indonesia’s national dictionary is instructive in defining pemekaran as a 

“process, method, action to add size (expanse, quantity, thickness, and the like)”.25 

Andrew McWilliam places pemekaran in a “long-term process of state expansion” 

to suggest that “administrative proliferation provides multiple new avenues for 

integrating and enclosing the scattered and still loosely-governed peripheries into 

the regulatory ambit of the unitary state.”26 The important issue is how, in at least 

some cases, people desire such state expansion. As Nicholas Long wrote, 

pemekaran movements often index “an intense desire for national parity, 

underpinned by a desire for full inclusion within the nation.”27 In the borderland 

of Riau, it was “precisely the desire to connect more directly with a beloved 

national centre that led many Riau Islanders to embrace the prospect of provincial 

autonomy”.28 People know that pemekaran in their region means tighter 

incorporation into the national mainstream and seek it out for this very reason. 

While pemekaran is a frontier of state power predicated on the fact that 

territorialisation is still an aspirational project, it is shaped by local aspirations. 

To be sure, it is important to note as that the formation of new districts is not 

just about tighter incorporation into the nation-state, but also about gaining a 

measure of autonomy at the local level.29 Pemekaran has been overtly part of a 

process of implementing regional autonomy (otonomi daerah), and while local 

autonomy might not be the only or even major outcome of the process, it has been 

an important motivation and has eventuated in certain dimensions. Nonetheless, 

in this chapter, I focus on the relation between pemekaran and the hoped-for 

bestowal of pembangunan. 

It is important to note a contrast to the emphasis placed upon redistribution of 

power from the centre in relation to state decline by the literature on the region’s 

classical states.30 Pemekaran does not usually evoke the diminishment of state 

power, except, perhaps, when it is viewed in the light of a centrist gaze. Thus, one 

of the only people to convey to me a sense of diminishing state power in relation 

to pemekaran was Datu Fajar, since he claims to be the Sultan of Bulungan and, 

figuratively speaking, looks out from the centre to see an increasingly splintered 

region. For those in the regions, pemekaran has entailed precisely the opposite, 

 
24 McWilliam, ‘Marginal Governance in the Time of Pemekaran’, 167. 
25 Badan Pengembangan dan Pembinaan Bahasa, ‘Pemekaran’. 
26 McWilliam, ‘Marginal Governance in the Time of Pemekaran’, 165. 
27 Long, ‘The Edge of Glory’, 77. 
28 Long, 77. 
29 I am grateful to an examiner of this thesis for pointing this out. 
30 See Chapter 2. 
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that is, it has meant the expansion of nation and state and their entrenchment in 

everyday life. In “isolated” places, sometimes this has meant for the first time the 

nearby presence of Indonesia in a substantial, enduring and significant sense.31 

This is the misnomer of the “autonomy” to which people refer when discussing 

“New Autonomous Regions” (Daerah Otonomi Baru). In the remoter areas, 

including downstream Tidung settlements—but especially in the uplands where 

what is now called “transportation” is difficult and enormously expensive—there 

is relatively little effective presence of the nation-state. While I was there, even the 

district head openly acknowledged his absence from the villages of his 

constituency. In fact, the most prominent marker of Indonesianness is, as usual for 

North Kalimantan, an overbearing military presence. To a significant extent, 

pemekaran represents less an opportunity to reconfigure centre-periphery 

relations and more one to establish them in the first instance. Calls for regional 

autonomy, therefore, reflect a desire for increased incorporation in the nation and 

stronger state governance in the region. 

North Kalimantan is no exception to this overall context. A feature of its 

administration is the proliferation of new administrative units and campaigns for 

them. There are five fully-fledged proposals for new districts or municipalities of 

which I am aware. The proposed new administrative city of Tanjung Selor, if it were 

to come about, would entail moving the capital of Bulungan from Tanjung Selor to 

the nearby Tanjung Palas. The borderland case of Kabudaya is one part of a broader 

scene of regions attempting to do the same thing. There are efforts to form new 

districts in Krayan and the Apo Kayan, and a new administrative city in Sebatik. 

Together, these cover the vast majority of the area immediately adjacent to North 

Kalimantan’s international border. All of the campaigns draw on borderland 

discourses to justify the formation of the new administrative units. Even Tanjung 

Selor, which is very far from the border in comparison, is rhetorically tied to the 

border when people frame it as “the capital of the border province.” Further, of the 

current borderland autonomy proposals, only Sebatik is not characterised by 

indigeneity due to its demography and economy. It is spearheaded by the most 

prominent figure there: a Bugis cross-border patron who owns much of the island’s 

oil palm plantations and the more important businesses in Sungai Nyamuk. I have 

met him a couple of times, once in front of stacks of ringgit and a money counting 

machine; he articulates his Indonesian patriotism in Sabahan Malay amid this open 

illegality. Indigenous Tidung are irrelevant in that context.32 

 
31 Barker and van Klinken, ‘Reflections on the State in Indonesia’. 
32 On Sebatik see, inter alia, Biantoro, ‘Masyarakat Perbatasan Di Sebatik Masa Konfrontasi 1963-

1966’; Daud, ‘Budaya Dan Persoalan Identiti Dalam Kalangan Komuniti Bugis Di Persempadanan 

Pulau Sebatik’; Husain, ‘Memandang Perbatasan Laut Sebatik’; Idris, ‘“Belimpun Taka Tugas, Insuai 
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The pemekaran frenzy has led to a moratorium on further district formation 

until further notice. In this context, it is unclear whether Kabudaya will actually 

come about. The moratorium nonetheless makes this an interesting juncture at 

which to study pemekaran. It reveals, especially, the anticipatory and even vaguely 

millenarian orientation of these movements. Supporters expect that the 

moratorium will be lifted, or a special exemption made for them at politically 

uncertain time such as around national elections. They will then be approved 

above the numerous other pending applications for new districts because of the 

“nationally strategic” aspects of their case. When pemekaran happens, they will at 

long last be able to enjoy the splendours of the nation and development. Indeed, 

people occasionally talk about Kabudaya as if it already exists, using it as an 

existing toponym. The first time I heard of Kabudaya was in Pembeliangan, where, 

on seeing a neat but empty office building, I asked my host what it was, and he told 

me that it would be a government office in the district to come. 

In this section, I have drawn out a nation-state-centric reconfiguration of 

politically relevant spatial relations. I have done so by examining the margins 

invoked in contemporary regional political discourse, in contrast to older idioms 

of marginality. This example has illustrated how spatial margins are now identified 

with national borders rather than with the uplands or interior. 

 

Uneven distribution 

In this section, I consider the local grievances that are seized on to provide the 

raison d'être of the movement. I focus on how these grievances, chief among them 

being the typical problem of uneven distribution, concern a perceived absence of 

the state. In doing so, I show that the solution to many collective “problems” is to 

draw in the nation-state. 

The first presidium for Kabudaya was formed in 2007, so it is a latecomer to the 

pemekaran scene. Kabudaya would break away from its parent district of Nunukan 

to incorporate the current Nunukan sub-districts of Sembakung, Lumbis, Sebuku, 

Lumbis Ogong, Tulin Onsoi and Sembakung Atulai, as well as the proposed 

districts of Lumbis Hulu and Pansiangan. The capital and logistical hub would be 

the settlement of Pembeliangan on the Sebuku River. 

As in other new districts, elite campaigners stand to gain much from their 

success. Taking up senior positions in the new government, they would be able to 

establish themselves as major patrons in the region. The new district would receive 

 

Taka Tapu”’; Mustika, Ke Pulau Sebatik; Puryanti, ‘The Enforcement of State Territoriality and 

Shifting on Borderlanders’ Mobility’; Puryanti and Husain, ‘A People-State Negotiation in a 

Borderland’; Puryanti and Husain, ‘Politik Identitas Dan Konstruksi Kebangsaan Masyarakat 

Perbatasan Indonesia-Malaysia Di Pulau Sebatik’. 
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an influx of funding; major construction projects for roads, ports, housing 

developments and border crossing infrastructure would be allocated; existing 

mining, plantation and logging companies, as well as the Sembakung hydropower 

scheme if it does go ahead, would have to deal with the new district government; 

numerous non-civil service jobs would be discretionarily handed out; land would 

be acquired by the government; positions such as district head and vice district 

head would become identified with adat leadership as in other districts of North 

Kalimantan; and so on. Just as pemekaran has been described in terms of the 

proliferation of “petty kings” (raja kecil), the first, and so far only, district head of 

Tana Tidung has come to refer to himself in the prestigious language of English as 

the “Godfather” of Tana Tidung. A similar set of dynamics would be 

overwhelmingly likely to obtain in this new district, and it is noteworthy that the 

campaign for Tana Tidung was similarly premised on threats of secession. 

Pemekaran is not just an elite scheme, however; it also represents a serious hope 

for ordinary people across the region. It is conjured in everyday life, as the 

proliferation of stickers, clothing, Facebook posts and other promotional materials 

in the region make the movement difficult to ignore. While the key campaigners 

for Kabudaya are elites in the sense of being university-educated House of 

Representatives members and adat leaders, they are not an entrenched borderland 

elite.33 Tana Tidung is comparable in that its current district head had humble 

beginnings. 

The national development discourse fits nicely with local aspirations. The 

movement for Kabudaya has been around since before the focus on developing 

from the margins, but its spearheads have been quick to articulate their case in its 

terms. The ninth point of their submission to the central government says that the 

new district would be a “form of [the] third [point of] Nawacita [namely,] 

‘developing Indonesia from marginal regions and villages in the framework of 

national unity’”.34 A similar argument reappears in the closely related case of 

Lumbis Hulu, to which I will return below. There is, in short, a conviviality between 

national agendas and local aspirations.35 

The current district head has expressed enthusiastic support for the new district, 

and Kabudaya has been signed off on at all the required levels to proceed. 

Kabudaya proponents note, with a sense of schadenfreude given their grievances 

over intra-district inequalities, that Nunukan would lose a significant amount of 

revenue if pemekaran came about. Given this and the fact that the moratorium 

 
33 Cf. Eilenberg, At the Edges of States. 
34 Sekretaris Presidium Kabudaya, ‘Pemekaran Daerah Persiapan Calon Kabupaten Kabudaya 

Perbatasan Kalimantan Utara’, 115. 
35 On ‘conviviality’ see Telle, ‘Vigilante Citizenship’. 
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makes pemekaran impossible for the time being, it is a public secret that the district 

head’s support is probably disingenuous. 

There are several key grievances that the movement aims to alleviate. For 

example, a range of economic issues are cited, including lack of access to broader 

markets. As people are “dependent” on natural resources but these resources are 

threatened by industry, this dependence will “cause the mental degradation of the 

community toward criminality”.36 In general, there is a prominent impression 

among marginal peoples that places such as Java have disproportionately enjoyed 

the fruits of modern development. Not only this, but people in North Kalimantan, 

who often claim to be disproportionately poor and left out of the national 

mainstream, suggest that Jakarta has been made developed and lively by taking 

their wealth and using it for Jakarta’s own benefit.37 People’s complaints about the 

extractive nation-state, which in Indonesia persist as if decentralisation never 

happened, reflect a classical political concern which today echoes throughout the 

archipelago. As Pierre Manguin writes:  

Wealth is an attribute of the ruler, one of the requisite sources of his power 

(wealth, however, is not an accumulative process: it should flow towards the 

ruler as well as from him). … It is always when the flow of wealth is 

unidirectional, when there seems to be accumulation without redistribution, 

that the rich merchants of Java are accused of being helped by the malevolent 

genii named tuyul.38 

The new district, campaigners suggest, would go some way toward redressing this 

issue. Yet, it also reiterates at the scale of the district the familiar grievance: in the 

Kabudaya case, such parasitism also extends to the relations between the mainland 

and Nunukan Island, which engorges itself with its profits from the periphery.  

Nunukan Island is one of the new centres that have been described in the recent 

literature on Indonesian margins.39 In the post-Confrontation period, it has 

undergone dramatic change and is now an urbanised hub for shipping and labour 

migration. It is dominated demographically by relatively poor migrants from 

Sulawesi and the Lesser Sundas, politically by a dynastic succession of Bugis 

figures, and economically by a handful of major patrons who, again, are largely 

Bugis. As the capital and most populous region of the sub-district, it has important 

public infrastructure such as Sungai Fatimah’s beloved hospital. It is, in short, 

lively—if little competition for Tawau and Tarakan. The centre here is developed 

 
36 Sekretaris Presidium Kabudaya, ‘Buku IPOLEKSOSBUDHANKAM DOB Kabudaya’, 14. 
37 Bakker, ‘Perceiving Neoliberalism beyond Jakarta’. 
38 Manguin, ‘The Merchant and the King’, 47. 
39 Haug, Rössler, and Grumblies, ‘Concluding Remarks’. 
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using taxes from the extractive industries based in the periphery. It cultivates its 

own liveliness while leaving behind the isolated periphery. There is, then, a 

“territorial discrepancy” (kesenjangan wilayah) between Nunukan Island and the 

“interior.” Sei Manggaris is, supposedly, not included in the Kabudaya case because 

without it Nunukan would be penniless and “die.” 

Compounding the grievances of campaigners is the common complaint that raw 

materials are exported, then processed elsewhere, then “bought back” as refined 

commodities. This complaint is heard across many peripheral regions of the 

archipelago regardless of whether or not it has any clear basis. Here it is made 

equally of Malaysia and Java.40 “We send oil palm to Malaysia then buy it back as 

vegetable oil,” the cliché goes. The issue is framed not only in terms of distribution, 

then, but also shame, mapping as it does onto the crucially important distinction 

between the refined (halus) and the unrefined (kasar). When people imagine a 

lively Australia—an “advanced country” (negara maju)—eventually, the 

assumption reveals itself that Australia surely has “many factories.” (The 

unemployed youth of Australia’s post-industrial towns would be surprised to learn 

this.) While the quality of having many factories and other industrial facilities is a 

mark of liveliness, of the fluid exchange characteristic of a good state, but it has 

also become a mark of refinement. Indonesia as necessarily compared to Malaysia 

repeatedly shows a lack of the sort of alchemical capacity attributed to the British 

“first foreigner” who made the state in the first chapter of this thesis. Factories, in 

short, index power.41 

The interior parts of Kabudaya would fall within the Heart of Borneo zone. In 

contrast to Krayan, however, this concept is rarely invoked. While campaign 

materials mention ecological degradation and the significance of primary forest in 

the region, conservation has not become a key point in the campaign; nor is it an 

issue that many people I have known care about in general.42 

I have shown how engagement with the state-system, often in the form of 

“accessing services,” has come to be seen as good. From the interior parts of the 

proposed district, it is prohibitively far and expensive for people to access these 

Nunukan-based services. At present people often have to travel significant 

distances to sort out routine bureaucratic affairs, such as the issuance of identity 

cards, birth, death, marriage, residence, land title and other certificates. The lack 

of health services and low quality of schools is also deeply concerning for them. 

People want to be legible to the state so that their children can access education, 

they can access public health insurance, have clear and registered title over their 

 
40 Regarding Java, Errington, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art, 218–19. 
41 See also Chapter 7. 
42 Sellato and Sercombe, ‘Borneo, Hunter-Gatherers, and Change’. 
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land, among other things. 

It is here that the important and, again, relational concepts of isolation and 

remoteness arise. The border is routinely characterised in terms of deprivation of 

national modernity by onlookers. Middle-class urbanites on the outlying islands 

often classify the entirety of Kabudaya as “the interior” and consider its inhabitants 

in the predictable way, centred on primitive prowess. Local people consider 

themselves far away and left out. They sometimes make the interesting complaint 

that in the interior, they are slow to receive “information.” It is as if information is 

emanated by the state. Similar comments are routinely made in the Indonesian 

literature, for example concerning the “limitations in facilities throughout the 

border region, whether means of education, transportation, information, or 

health”.43 Clear here are the various “-ations,” the strange concepts of modern 

development. Almost irrespective of what Indonesian paper one reads, in fact, the 

only impression one gets of the borderland is an anti-impression; an exhaustive list 

of the things absent from the space. The borderland is in this sense a frontier.44 

Proceeding from the assumptions that the region must be isolated because it is a 

borderland and that underdevelopment is a consequence of isolation, one of the 

key aims for both the district and sub-district movements is the “bringing closer of 

government services.”45 People are demanding in very literal terms that the 

government expand spatially into their region so that they can engage with it more 

effectively. 

The term merdeka is often raised in the context of Kabudaya. It means “freedom” 

in the specific sense of “independence” in the style of nationalist revolutions.46 This 

usage mirrors the way it is frequently used in Indonesia’s indigenous peoples' 

movement and occasionally in everyday conversation in the region. One of the 

main slogans here is that “Indonesia has been free for x years, but we are not yet 

free.” This claim can be taken even further as people assert that they are “colonised” 

(dijajah) by the Indonesians or Javanese and need to get free in response to their 

situation. Rita Armstrong, similarly, wrote of the borderland Kenyah Badeng that 

“contact with Europeans is seen as less traumatic than their later encounters with 

Indonesian and Malaysian bureaucracies”.47 On the face of it, these complaints 

suggest a threatening reference to secession from the republic. Yet, people’s 

 
43 Husain, ‘Memandang Perbatasan Laut Sebatik’, 177. 
44 See, especially, Korf and Raeymaekers, ‘Border, Frontier and the Geography of Rule at the Margins 

of the State’; Also, e.g., Jong, Knippenberg, and Bakker, ‘New Frontiers’; Li, Land’s End; Tsing, 

Friction. 
45 also McWilliam, ‘Marginal Governance in the Time of Pemekaran’. 
46 Cf. Reid, ‘Merdeka’; Webb-Gannon, ‘Merdeka in West Papua’. 
47 Armstrong, ‘The Cultural Construction of Hierarchy among the Kenyah Badeng’, 195; Also, Tsing, 

In the Realm of the Diamond Queen. 
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understanding of freedom is not necessarily about secession or sovereign 

independence. 

As Yohanes, an Agabag adat figure and one of the main figures of Kabudaya put 

it to me, it refers rather to “prosperity” or “flourishing” (kesejahteraan). Parts of the 

remote uplands are “not yet free” because they are inaccessible by road. People 

themselves are not yet free because their incomes are low, and the quality of their 

national education is poor. In fact, a wide range of issues that people are 

dissatisfied with, including the inefficiency of bureaucracy, the high prices for 

everyday commodities, the lack of electrical grids, running water, 

telecommunications networks and “information” are treated as evidence that they 

are not free. Note the standards here: accessibility is defined in terms of roads, 

known to Kalimantese in the haphazard government-sponsored asphalting of 

logging tracks; if they do not attend formal school in red-and-white uniforms, then 

they are “dumb” or “uneducated”; and so on. One sees, in short, the emergence of 

this entire vocabulary of negativity in the vernacularisation of outsiders’ arrogance. 

Sitsen, for his part, highlighted the apparent need to save people from their own 

ignorance.48 A century later, pemekaran is needed in order to deliver public goods 

and effective governance. Liveliness is development is freedom is flourishing is the 

magic of the state. The greater the local presence of the state in people’s lives, the 

freer they can become. Kabudaya is, therefore, an effort on the part of marginal 

people to finalise the extension of freedom—conceived of as prosperity in the 

Indonesian nation—to those peripheries.49  

To a more limited extent, the notion of freedom also plays into the idea that 

Kabudaya would prioritise the needs of indigenous people and free them from the 

Bugis dominance that they resent. Recall, again, the understandable identification 

of government with Bugis. This dominance, in turn, is closely associated with the 

islands of Nunukan and Sebatik. There is a strong sense that little can be achieved 

in the Nunukan district setting, and the solution to this must be to form a new 

district. In discussion with Abel, a key movement figure and provincial House of 

Representatives member living in Tanjung Selor, he clearly indicated to me that 

without their own district, they are concerned about the prospect of ethnic conflict 

in the district. While there is a rhetorical value to saying this, there is a clear 

precedent for such conflict in Tarakan and Nunukan.50 

It is not just that people are “colonised,” but that they are not “cared for” or 

“attended to” by national and regional regimes. In the Lumbis Hulu case to which 

I turn below, people very explicitly called on district government to “attend to” 

 
48 Sitsen, Kempe Valk, and Tillema, ‘Collectie 399: Sitsen, Van Kempe Valk, Tillema’. 
49 Eilenberg, At the Edges of States, 269. 
50 See Chapter 5. 
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them in their “isolated” borderland. The idea of not being attended to is a 

cornerstone of political discourse in the region, underlying discontent with the 

current status quo and attempts to shift it. People also compare their situation in 

Indonesia unfavourably to that in Sabah, or “Malaysia,” where indigenes receive 

greater attention, such as through affirmative action programs for Malays and 

other natives. As this notion even informs Kabudaya’s official submission to the 

central government, people draw on a cross-border social landscape to ask for 

tighter incorporation. The point is that “autonomy” and “freedom” are inextricable 

from proximity to state centres. 

The campaign is closely tied to issues of ethnicity and cultural politics. Dense 

acronyms are important for many Indonesian political movements, and the 

inclusion of “culture” (budaya) in the name of the district is intentional. The 

district is treated as, at once, a place where “culture” remains “intact,” especially in 

the uplands, and where it is under threat of erosion. The name of the proposed 

district posits a novel quasi-ethnic category, the “Border Dayaks.”  

The response from Tidung communities has been mixed. Some have been 

enthusiastic supporters, and the presidia have included Tidung figures. The 

movements have important advocates in the district government staff who oversee 

pemekaran, led by Haji Ishak, a Sembakung Tidung man based on Nunukan. 

Others have expressed concern that Muslims cannot be led by non-Muslims, 

echoing recent trends in Indonesian public culture, but this is generally not a 

concern. Tidung are plausibly incorporated into the Border Dayak category 

through the Kalimantese understanding that they are, in a sense, Dayaks. Some 

people I have spoken with reluctantly accept the “Dayak” in the name. The issue 

warrants comparison with the naming of Tana Tidung, which is not exclusively 

inhabited by Tidung.51 A vast portion of the Kabudaya region consists of Tidung 

settlements. Pembeliangan, its proposed capital, is a Tidung settlement. As such, 

Tidung are involved to a certain extent in the campaign. They are, however, 

disinclined to engage in the “noisy” (bising, ribut) strategies devised by campaign 

leaders such as publicly discussing “exodus” (eksodus) and staging dramatic 

spectacles of Indonesian national sovereignty.52 Young elite campaigners evoke 

what Yekti Maunati calls the figure of the “new Dayak.” These people are tertiary-

educated elites intimately familiar with the bureaucracy and who “in most cases 

are government employees or academics in local universities, representing 

themselves and their own communities in a variety of ways, depending on which 

 
51 See also Bakker, ‘Who Owns the Land?’, 156–57. 
52 Linder, ‘Precious Blood’. 
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political strengths are in play.”53 And I have mentioned the rejection, implicit and 

explicit, of formal politics among the many Tidung people I have known. Yet, it is 

important to recognise that Tidung people would be drawn into the new territory 

even through indifferent passivity. 

A recent innovation has been to position the district as representing the 

“Murutic” peoples of the region. This category is a linguistic one that has been 

translated into a cultural-political category by campaign leaders, informed by their 

knowledge of the ethnological literature on the region.54 Agabag leaders suggest 

that the border came about in part to weaken their people through “dividing and 

conquering” (mengadu domba) them as they presented a threat to European 

colonial regimes, with the precedent of the quashed Murut rebellion in Sabah.55 

While Tidung are linguistically included in this category, the extent of their adat 

elites’ interest in it as cultural-political category is not yet clear, especially since 

most of the Murut sub-groups are Christian uplanders. After returning from a 

recent Murut summit in Sabah, Yohanes informed me that Kabudaya represents 

the “rising of the Muruts of the borderland” (kebangkitan Murut perbatasan). Here, 

again, it is apparent that cross-border ethnicity is not only reconfigured but 

actively produced in order to make claims within one national context. 

These new spaces and ethnic categories defy distinctions between uplands and 

lowlands that have long been salient in the region and elsewhere in the 

archipelago. The new district and its “Border Dayaks” would span from the very tip 

of the coast right through to the upland interior. The classical cartography of 

marginality which, to some extent, is evident in the antagonism between Nunukan 

Island and the mainland, is overridden in this newer way of imagining margins. 

What becomes important is the region’s position within the district and, above all, 

within the flat cartography of Indonesia. Regardless of whether given areas are part 

of the uplands or lowlands, they are equally part of the isolated, neglected, remote 

borderland. Pemekaran is thus “part of the transformative effects of modernity that 

are greatly reducing the geographic and social distances separating mountain and 

island populations from the sites of commerce and industrial development”.56 

In this section, I have shown that the solution to many collective “problems” is 

to draw in the nation-state. I have done so by furnishing examples of grievances 

which the new district would allay. These example has illustrated how such 

grievances, chief among them being the typical problem of uneven distribution, 

 
53 Maunati, Identitas Dayak, 309; See also Sillander and Alexander, ‘Belonging in Borneo’; On 

figures, see Lindquist, ‘Of Figures and Types’. 
54 e.g. Okushima, ‘Ethnic Background of the Tidung’. 
55 Fernandez, ‘Contesting Colonial Discourse’. 
56 McWilliam, ‘Marginal Governance in the Time of Pemekaran’, 168. 
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concern a perceived absence of the state. 

 

Blossoming 

In this section, I consider how campaigners articulate the movement with issues 

of a national scale. I focus on their claim that territorial loss and “exodus” to 

Malaysia is imminent if the region does not see development. In doing so, I show 

how seeking the state is an attempt to realise an apparent desire for prosperity, 

treated as a natural consequence of the “blossoming” of the Indonesian nation-

state to its margins. 

Kabudaya campaigners present a dramatic image: the very foundations of the 

nation are fraying at its territorial periphery, leading to the ascendance of Malaysia 

at the expense of Indonesia. The “values of Pancasila are starting to fade and 

disappear in the minds and actions of the community because of the lack of 

government attention to date accorded to development and basic services so that 

the psychological state of the community is tending toward pessimism and 

apathy.”57 This is dangerous, they say, because people have the option of opting 

out of Indonesia. This threat of exodus, based on the historical arbitrariness of 

people belonging to Indonesia rather than Malaysia, is an important rhetorical 

resource. It calls for some explanation, however, as its significance is far from 

immediately obvious. While the submission to the central government discusses 

exodus in terms of a gradual movement, people have famously threatened simply 

to move to Malaysia collectively if they do not get development. This logic was 

pushed even further in the Lumbis Hulu case, in the promise to reverse the exodus, 

as I will discuss below. This threat is a typical feature of political rhetoric 

throughout the Indonesian side of the Bornean border.58 It can emerge in relation 

to virtually any public issue about which people are dissatisfied, including the 

various grievances mentioned in this chapter, but also, for example, the closure of 

beloved airlines servicing the interior. The threat plays on the classical Malay world 

sovereign’s concern to retain his subjects in the face of competitor states.59 Terror 

at the loss of the sovereign and of subjects are two sides of the same coin. 

Yet, while the scandal surrounding the idea of joining Malaysia makes the idea 

seem novel, in fact, one finds references to the upstream practice of joining what 

are now the Malaysian regions from a century ago. Sitsen noted that even in 1918, 

interior people were unaware of the sultan’s supposed authority over them. He 

wrote of the area in question that: 

 
57 Sekretaris Presidium Kabudaya, ‘Buku IPOLEKSOSBUDHANKAM DOB Kabudaya’, 15. 
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[T]he population of the Sedalir area in particular has a hand in opposing new 

administrative measures with the threat of relocation to BNB [British North 

Borneo]. Normally it doesn't get that far and people change their minds. Only 

when new measures are suddenly implemented too quickly and too tightly do 

they proceed to emigrate and then they will usually be back after a year or so. 

Thus a large number of people left the Sedalir and upper Sembakung area in late 

1923 and early 1924 (the exact number is unknown to me, but certainly a 

thousand) as a result of the pressure from the administration on the villages to 

move downstream of the rapids … These people have meanwhile largely 

returned to our area. In 1929 dozens of people came over from BNB with the 

request to be allowed to settle here.60 

Muruts were playing this game even before lowland sovereignty mattered or the 

border was made real. I have, moreover, mentioned previously Sisten’s discussion 

of moving back and forth across the border in the Tawau-Nunukan Island region.61 

The historical novelty of Malaysia should not distract from the well-documented 

antiquity of these dynamics.62 As James Brooke, the Raja of Sarawak, remarked, 

“birds have wings and Dyaks have legs and one and the other will fly or run to the 

tree which bears fruit”.63 

The reader will recall the earlier discussion of the king’s absence in Malay 

thought and the pervasive complaint that borderland residents are not 

diperhatikan (tended to, attended to, cared for, et cetera). This otherwise peculiar 

complaint is explicable in the light of the discussion of the former. Beyond the idea 

that the state is not performing as it should by underwriting liveliness and 

prosperity, the complaint is an attenuated expression of the despairing reaction to 

being without a king. Note that the other important historical precedent for 

conspiring to join Malaysia, the Bultiken incident, is at once a reminder of the 

implausibility of doing so.64 While the exodus idea could be considered a mere 

strategic threat, it is also as much a natural consequence. Contained in this 

discourse and the very term “exodus” is the idea that people would be leaving a 

national homeland; nation is reckoned spatially. If one wants to say that people are 

playing the border card, one has to acknowledge also that in their view that is 

precisely the card that has been handed to them by an impotent regime. Thus the 

campaigners report that the prosperity of Malaysia in itself contributes to 
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61 See Chapter 3. 
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“challenges and threats to Indonesia’s boundary sovereignty”.65 The possession of 

ICs by people in the contested villages is seen as potential buttress to the imagined 

Malaysian legal case. The affirmative action and welfare, in the form of cash, 

scholarships and health services, received by these people are treated as swaying 

their “loyalty.” 

Campaigners, therefore, suggest that Kabudaya must be formed because it 

qualifies under special provisions for “national strategy” in the decentralisation 

regulations. These issues of national strategy concern the border issues of the 

region, on which the campaign is centred. It is said that Kabudaya would be a 

“fence and living boundary marker” of the country.66 The spectre of the unruly 

borderland is whipped up by campaigners, who point to a variety of issues, such as 

smuggling and informal crossing to Malaysia. The submission notes the “weakness 

of affection for in-country products by residents” as a problem, picking up on 

trends toward commodity nationalism in the region.67 

The sovereignty, in the international relations sense, over some parts of this 

region has not yet been decided clearly between Indonesia and Malaysia due to a 

lack of clarity in the colonial treaty. Areas to which this problem applies are 

referred to in district and provincial circles with the English term “Outstanding 

Boundary Problems.” The campaign plays on anxieties over the potential loss of 

Indonesian territory from these outstanding boundary problems (or, rather, the 

virtual loss of potential territory). Drawing on this anxiety, the spectre of another 

Ligitan and Sipadan is often conjured by campaigners, in that they anticipate a 

future legal dispute between Indonesia and Malaysia over this territory.68 A key 

difference between the maritime case and this upland one, however, is the relative 

lack of infrastructure such as lighthouses and tourist resorts: much of the region 

consists of large tracts of primary forest. As such, through a line of vernacular legal 

reasoning, the campaigners have suggested that building infrastructure in the 

region is an issue of national security and “strategy.” In this flag-planting logic, 

infrastructural development in the name of Indonesia will strengthen a case for 

Indonesian ownership in a future legal contest. 

This issue continues to lie at the forefront of their case. The third point of their 

submission to the central government says that the district will: 

Guard the sovereignty of Indonesian citizens in the 21 administrative villages in 
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the Lumbis Ogong sub-district that are under national boundary contestation 

between Indonesia and the Sabah state of Malaysia, which are still of 

outstanding boundary problem (OBP) status or [in other words the] boundaries 

of demarcation between Indonesia and Malaysia have not yet been agreed upon 

(are problematic), namely the segments of Sei Simantipal, Sei Sinapad, pillar 

B2700-B3100, as per article 8 of the Boundary Agreement (Netherlands-British) 

of 1915. Specifically, since 1965 there has been an exodus of residents in these 21 

administrative villages, continuing to the present, in an amount which is not 

necessarily en masse; but rather this exodus has occurred gradually.69 

In playing the border card this way, the argument ties local desires for 

infrastructural development together with eminently national concerns. It again 

asserts a properly national scale in which the periphery, by virtue of its 

peripherality, needs “attention” in order to iron out developmental differences. 

The initiative for forming the Lumbis Hulu sub-district, a sort of movement 

within a movement, started in 2007. After much frustration and delay, it is 

currently being pursued in collaboration with the Nunukan district government. 

Unlike districts, new sub-districts only need to be approved at the provincial level. 

Lumbis Hulu and Pansiangan have been received well in recent government 

discussions, and so are considered likely to be formed in 2019. If this occurs, in the 

eyes of Kabudaya campaigners, it will further strengthen their case, as their 

proposed district will substantially exceed the minimum number of required 

districts. Breaking away from Lumbis Ogong, the sub-district would contain the 

administrative villages of Tau Lumbis, Bululaun Hulu, Lipaga Duyan, Tetagas, 

Tutulibing, Sibalu, Mamasin, Kabungolor, Lipag and Kalisun. The proposed capital 

is Tau Lumbis, which is at least a six-hour boat ride upstream from the town of 

Mensalong, a significant local trading hub and interface between coastal Malays 

and upland Dayaks. Because it is close to the international border, the village is the 

site of a military post which is supposed to regulate cross-border movement with 

the Border Crossing Pass. The typical aspects of an upland Bornean borderland 

obtain and the usual inter-national considerations are made, such as signposting 

guest toilets with both the Malaysian tandas and the Indonesian WC. 

I had the opportunity to tag along with the Nunukan district’s governance team 

to Tau Lumbis for their consultation on pemekaran. Led by Haji Ishak, the trip was 

considered a major step forward in the campaign. This village is almost exclusively 

inhabited by ethnic Tahol (Tagal) people, who, again, are categorised as “Murut” 
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in Sabah.70 They have expressed some sympathy for the Agabag movement but, in 

acknowledging its frank artifice much as Tidung do, they continue to refer to 

themselves distinctly; certainly, this is how a prominent Tahol adat figure 

summarised the issue to me. This event was a significant one in which the 

delegation was treated to the utmost standard of hospitality. People made such a 

concerted effort to attract and embrace the nation for which the delegation was a 

metonym that it brought one of my Nunukan acquaintances to tears.  

On arriving after a long and tiring trip, we were impressed by how the villagers 

had draped an enormous Indonesian flag along the length of the village. During 

the consultation, the national anthem was sung vibrantly—only after lyric sheets 

were distributed, alas. Food was prepared with dedicated implements for the 

settlement’s Muslim guests. We were greeted by shaking hands with some 

hundreds of villagers while schoolchildren sang the national anthem. During the 

consultation as such, the history of the movement was recounted, technical details 

were clarified, aspirations were articulated, and questions were fielded from local 

men and mostly reluctant women. After the consultation, the delegation was 

invited to jump on a ceremonial trampoline and dance in typical Murut fashion 

until dawn—and no alcohol was served. Food was served; an expensive cow 

especially for the occasion, which the Nunukan team saw as a great mark of 

respect. On leaving in the morning we were powdered, perfumed and waved off by 

those still awake. 

To start off the main consultation event there were musical performances. The 

first song, instructive here for what it says, was in Indonesian and written for the 

event. I took a photograph of its written lyrics, which went as follows: 

Welcome to the delegation to the Tau Lumbis group of villages 

This is the customary territory of Lumbis Hulu, a remote region on the border 

We, the border community, continue to defend the Unitary State of the 

Republic of Indonesia, till death71 

We will love Indonesia forever 

We ask that we are attended to regarding pembangunan pemekaran 

Here the term pembangunan had been overwritten by pemekaran. Perhaps the 

author of the draft temporarily forgot the most recent nomenclature; not to worry: 

they both have the same number of syllables. In the sung version, the term 

pemekaran was used, but the revision of these lyrics points to an important issue: 

pemekaran is development in other terms, or, development by other means. This 

 
70 See, for example, Russell, Conversion, Identity, and Power. 
71 The abbreviation NKRI, Negara Kesatuan Republik Indonesia, was used; the nationalist slogan 

NKRI harga mati is often associated with the military. 
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assumption is not without good reason, since a new administrative region will 

attract a variety of new and more accessible infrastructure and the employment 

that this entails. As such, for many, the demand for pemekaran is largely a demand 

for development by proxy. 

As part of the delegation, a Tahol adat leader and key figure in the movement 

was present to speak. In this speech, the issue of exodus was inverted in support of 

the new sub-district. The orator reiterates that over several decades, people from 

several villages have moved to the Malaysian side. Not only will pemekaran help to 

retain citizens, but those who have left will return: 

Our communities in the territory of Lumbis Hulu … have shifted to the 

neighbouring country … because government services have never reached this 

territory due to its isolation. … We have received information that is delightful 

to us: if this district is formed—and in accordance with President Jokowi’s third 

point in Nawacita, that ‘development starts from the margins’ … I know for 

certain that this work has already started from West Kalimantan to Central 

Kalimantan, a border highway, and is planned for continuation in 2018 from 

South Kalimantan to this region. … With the effect that with an additional 

approximately two kilometres, it will reach this group of villages. They have said 

that ‘Later if a road reaches our villages … then we will return.’ This fills us with 

pride. 

Here exodus is conceptualised in spatially distinct terms. National cartography is 

invoked constantly, with the orator mentioning that those who left “feel it is their 

territory, feel it is their homeland [tanah air and tanah tumpah darah], the place 

they were born; even though they have made a living in Malaysia, they still 

recognise that, ‘it is our region.’” The discussion of exodus almost always overlooks 

these issues, instead focusing on people’s physical absence from the national 

homeland; yet, not from local social space, since their newer villages are “very 

close,” a mere four-hour hike. It is, however, no secret that most people in Tau 

Lumbis have ICs, and so the threat of exodus has, in fact, already been realised. 

Thus these people are under no real obligation whatsoever to dedicate a single 

second of their lives to anything to do with Indonesia—and yet they do. 

A significant issue in planning the new sub-district has been to leave the parent 

sub-district, Lumbis Ogong, with a section of the international border. This is 

important so that the latter will continue to be able to play the border card and 

attract additional funding. During the consultation, it was repeatedly emphasised 

that this must be taken into consideration. As in West Kalimantan, for these 

movements, the border is an important resource. Margins, conceptualised as 

borders, are drawn on in political strategy and to attract resources. This is done by 

explaining people’s disadvantage through the border. People are dissatisfied with 
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the difficulties that they say they encounter because the region is a borderland, 

such as remoteness. Yet, the entire case for pemekaran is made out of the 

significance of the border. In the present climate of weariness toward pemekaran, 

it would be much harder to make a compelling case without being able to refer to 

the symbolic and “strategic” importance of the borderland.  

In comparison with other remote areas, then, the borderland is of some benefit 

to people, or at least it will have been if Kabudaya does eventually come about. In 

the Kabudaya and related Lumbis Hulu case, again, it is clear that people are 

demanding deeper integration into Indonesia. They want the magic of nation, state 

and development to penetrate this “isolated” border region. The event as a whole 

was a ritual enactment of this. To formulate this demand, the speaker explicitly 

drew on national development discourse. People are striving, through the state, to 

incorporate themselves into the nation. As James Siegel wrote of receiving a 

number designating oneself as a civil servant, the “nation seems to have found one; 

with that, one belongs to Indonesia in a profound sense. One supposes oneself 

truly at home; more so than in one's house of origin.”72 This is a clear expression of 

what I have called seeking the state. 

In this section, I have shown how seeking the state is an attempt to realise an 

apparent desire for prosperity, treated as a natural consequence of the 

“blossoming” of the Indonesian nation-state to its margins. I have done so by 

examining appeals to the nation-state. This example has illustrated the claim that 

territorial loss and “exodus” to Malaysia is imminent if the region does not see 

development. 

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on borderlands has often suggested that borderland transgression is 

evidence of the difficulty of incorporating borderland inhabitants into the national 

order of things and of how they undermine the nation-state. As I highlighted in 

the introductory chapter, however, scholars such as Alexander Horstmann, Martin 

Saxer and Alessandro Rippa have observed how borders can become “reified by the 

very residents living close to them, and thereby serve as the moral basis for politics 

of identity and a variety of claims upon the state.”73 In this chapter, I have explored 

one case in which people have done so. 

I have presented an analysis of a movement for a new Indonesian autonomous 

district tentatively called the “Border Dayak Lands District.” First, I considered 

classical conceptions of marginality and their apparent supersession by new idioms 

 
72 Siegel, Fetish, Recognition, Revolution, 7. 
73 Saxer, Rippa, and Horstmann, ‘Asian Borderlands in a Global Perspective’, 5. 
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of marginality. I focused on how spatial margins are identified with national 

borders rather than with the uplands or interior. In doing so, I drew out a nation-

state-centric reconfiguration of politically relevant spatial relations. Secondly, I 

considered the local grievances that are seized on to provide the raison d'être of 

the movement. I focused on how these grievances, chief among them being the 

typical problem of uneven distribution, concern a perceived absence of the state. 

In doing so, I showed that the solution to many collective “problems” is to draw in 

the nation-state. Thirdly, I considered how campaigners articulate the movement 

with issues of a national scale. I focused on their claim that territorial loss and 

“exodus” to Malaysia is imminent if the region does not see development. In doing 

so, I showed how seeking the state is an attempt to realise an apparent desire for 

prosperity, treated as a natural consequence of the “blossoming” of the Indonesian 

nation-state to its margins. 

I have shown that the movement, premised on a novel state-centric conception 

of marginality, is a clear and concerted effort to seek the state from the margins. 

In advancing this analysis, I have argued that the case signifies the point at which 

borderland “transgression” is transformed into a resource for national integration 

such that vernacular and central political projects converge. It follows that notions 

of borderland transgression might, in fact, index the success of the project of 

national state-building. The chapter has thus supported my overall argument by 

demonstrating how people seek the state from the margins through the fantasy of 

the transgressive borderland.
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Conclusion 

In the introductory chapter, I set out the significance of the research, with 

subsequent chapters setting out my specific findings and interpretations. In this 

concluding chapter, I bring my analysis of the specific case to bear on the broader 

scholarly concerns driving the thesis. I revisit the issue of seeking the state from 

the margins in the light of the foregoing, consider its salience for comparative 

scholarship and development of theory, and reiterate the contributions to 

knowledge made by the thesis. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I review the ground that I have covered 

in the thesis so far. I reiterate the analysis and argument that I have elaborated 

over the thesis. Secondly, I consider the empirical and theoretical limitations of 

the thesis before returning to its contributions to knowledge. Thirdly, I observe the 

comparative salience of the thesis and its implications for future scholarship, 

presenting a closing reflection on the potential role of such scholarship in the wider 

world. 

Before continuing, it is useful to review the ground covered by the preceding 

chapters. The first four chapters established the importance of the state in the 

empirical context over time, highlighting the increasing material reality of the 

border in the Tidung Lands as people have sought the state. In the first chapter, 

“Framings,” I presented an analysis of some significant moments that, as a naïve 

ethnographer, called for my striving to understand them on the terms of those with 

whom I made them. I showed that I was continually confronted with the 

interrelation of the state and the collective Tidung throughout my fieldwork. In 

advancing this analysis, I argued that the question of the state is inextricable from 

the question of what it is to be Tidung. It follows that I have not been able to 

assume that the transgressive borderland culture of the literature obtained in the 

context at hand. The chapter thus supported my overall argument by showing an 

ethnographic approach to the Tidung Lands positions me well to make a novel 

contribution to theorisation of the margins of the state, laying the foundation for 

the remainder of the thesis. 

In the second chapter, “Histories,” I presented an analysis of state formation and 

decline in Tidung and Bulungan discourses of “history.” I showed that the 

transition to a national order of things was effected during the borderland 

Confrontation period—especially in the destruction of the Bulungan sultanate—

in such a way that the nation-states did not emerge as fundamentally different 

from the pre-national states. In advancing this analysis, I argued that the transition 

to this national order of things has implicitly come to be considered the most 

preferable among several plausible alternatives. It follows that seeking the nation-

state has come to be seen in a largely positive, if ambivalent, light. The chapter 
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thus supported my overall argument by elucidating seeking the state from the 

margins within the terms of vernacular historicity, in contrast to the notion of a 

novel imposition of state categories that warrants resistance. 

In the third chapter, “Two brothers,” I presented an analysis of the life histories 

of two Sembakung Tidung brothers—each on one side of the Indonesia-Malaysia 

border—who came to position themselves as brokers between their settlements 

and the nation-states. I showed that relations between these communities and the 

nation-states newly theirs were forged through such brokerage. In advancing this 

analysis, I argued that people, presupposing the goodness of having a state, sought 

to establish positive relations with the nation-states in the absence of a meaningful 

impetus from the central government. It follows that illegality and seeking the 

state are compatible, since the brothers’ lives and ways of establishing these 

relations were inextricable from illegal activities. The chapter thus supported my 

overall argument by laying to rest the common assumption that borderland 

“transgression” militates against the possibility of seeking the state, clearing the 

space for the rest of the thesis to unfold. 

In the fourth chapter, “Strictness,” I presented an analysis of ordinary people’s 

engagements with national and border regimes that they often deem increasingly 

“strict.” I showed that these engagements reveal an increasing necessity of everyday 

life being brought into relation with “the government” and a corresponding 

distancing from the national spaces from which one is excluded from citizenship. 

In advancing this analysis, I argued that people have increasingly acquiesced to the 

circumscription of their mobility by the international border in such a way that 

accords with their individual and collective priorities. It follows that border 

hardening, and the accompanying national sedentarisation with its profound 

consequences, cannot be reduced to the notion of arbitrary imposition. The 

chapter thus supported my overall argument by moving my analysis beyond a 

generic nation-state idea toward the particular nation-states with which people 

now feel compelled to engage. 

In the final four chapters, I explored ideological changes that have occurred as 

people have sought the state in the context of national differentiation. In the fifth 

chapter, “Us Dayaks,” I presented an analysis of Kalimantese Tidung engagements 

with the putatively transnational ethnic category “Dayak.” I showed that the 

category mediates the relation between the Indonesian nation and the Tidung 

collective, with implications for the self-imagining of the latter. In advancing this 

analysis, I argued that engagements with Dayakness in Kalimantan index a shift 

toward Indonesian registers of ethnic identification, to the exclusion of Sabah. It 

follows that ethnic categories frequently presented as transnational in vernacular 

and scholarly thought can be nationally bound. The chapter thus supported my 
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overall argument by demonstrating that, with the blinders of strictness now in 

place, Kalimantese Tidung are reconfiguring their very selves in relation to the 

Indonesian nation. 

In the sixth chapter, “Those Malays,” I presented an analysis of Sabahan Tidung 

engagements with the putatively transnational ethnic category “Malay.” I showed 

that Sabahan Tidung implicitly posit a novel model of Malayness and therefore of 

“becoming Malay,” premised on a fundamental nationality of the Malay category. 

In advancing this analysis, I argued that engagements with Malayness in Sabah 

index a shift toward Sabahan registers of ethnic identification, to the exclusion of 

Indonesia. It follows that the common notion of the “cross-border ethnic group” 

does not adequately capture the dynamics of ethnicity in the Tidung Lands. The 

chapter thus supported my overall argument by elucidating the implications of 

seeking the state for ethnic identification. 

In the seventh chapter, “Malaysian-sent floods,” I presented an analysis of severe 

transboundary flooding on the Sembakung River, instances of which are now 

called on the Kalimantese side “Malaysian-sent floods.” I showed that people have 

embraced an order of nations in a borderland idiom to the point of banality, and 

treat the nation-states as a source of solutions to their collective suffering as much 

as a source of the suffering itself. In advancing this analysis, I argued that 

theorisations of the floods function as a commentary on international asymmetry 

from the borderland—on the ascendance of “Malaysia” at the expense of the nation 

to which people belong—and shape prospective solutions to the flood problem 

accordingly. It follows that these people of the borderland do not reject an order 

of nations. The chapter thus supported my overall argument by drawing out a 

redoubled appeal to the Indonesian nation-state in an attempt to alleviate 

collective hardship. 

In the eighth chapter, “Border Dayaks,” I presented an analysis of a movement 

for a new Indonesian autonomous district tentatively called the “Border Dayak 

Lands District.” I showed that the movement, premised on a novel state-centric 

conception of marginality, is a clear and concerted effort to seek the state from the 

margins. In advancing this analysis, I argued that the case signifies the point at 

which borderland “transgression” is transformed into a resource for national 

integration such that vernacular and central political projects converge. It follows 

that notions of borderland transgression might, in fact, index the success of the 

project of national state-building. The chapter thus supported my overall 

argument by demonstrating how people seek the state from the margins through 

the fantasy of the transgressive borderland. 

While I have made discrete contributions to knowledge in each chapter, I have 

also presented an overarching analysis of the empirical case in the thesis taken as 
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a whole. This analysis suggests that the reckoning of the Tidung Lands as 

borderlands over time has, in large part, been an outcome of people seeking the 

state from the margins. I have drawn out how, while the nation, the state and the 

border could be treated as having been imposed from the “top down,” it is 

insightful, and perhaps more faithful to local understandings, instead to highlight 

how marginal people have contributed to establishing and sustaining these social 

formations from the “bottom up.” What this analysis suggests for the future of this 

region is an increasing degree of social and ideological differentiation between the 

national contexts which have emerged. I have shown, however, that such a process 

does not necessarily entail the utter subsumption of these regions into monolithic 

national contexts. It entails marginal people positioning themselves within their 

respective nations, often in novel and counter-intuitive ways, and bringing 

themselves into relation with the nation-state on the other side of the border only 

in the sense of an everyday international relations. My analysis, therefore, 

emphasises the felt necessity of engaging with the nation and the state from the 

margins, without implying the emergence of homogeneous nations. 

While the analysis has been empirically specific, I have elaborated a more 

general theoretical argument out of it. I have argued that people who imagine 

themselves as occupying a marginal place in the national order of things often seek 

to deepen—rather than resist—relations with the nation-states to which they are 

marginal. I have demonstrated the applicability of this argument to the case at 

hand. By making this argument, moreover, I have situated the more specific 

empirical and analytical aspects of the thesis in the context of an emerging 

scholarly agenda. In doing so, I have sought to bring the particular nature of the 

research to bear on a matter of more general interest. The theoretical argument 

must be considered in a comparative sense, for it would not be appropriate merely 

to generalise from the particular case with which I have been concerned. It was in 

the introductory chapter that I sought to discern an emerging understanding of 

the relations between marginal peoples and the state in a literature which has a 

global scope. I have claimed that, if seeking the state from the margins obtains in 

the case of the Tidung Lands, this case is neither unique nor, indeed, exceptional. 

I shall return to the issue of comparison shortly. 

Before doing so, however, it is important to acknowledge some of the limitations 

of the thesis. In the first place, there are empirical limitations to the thesis. As I 

noted in the introductory chapter, the limitations of the ethnographic method are 

several and well-known, even as they are acceptable in the light of the distinctive 

insights for which the approach allows. The relatively limited scope of the study, 

in turn, was largely determined by my approach to the ethnography. For example, 

I have focused largely on Tidung people. Yet, the thesis and an increasingly 
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developed literature both make it clear that it is worthwhile to consider non-

indigenous populations in the region at hand, especially in the context of labour 

migration. Further, the literature on upland peoples in this region, such as the 

Murut-speaking peoples who feature tangentially in this thesis, is 

disproportionately thin, even as the thesis attests to the fact that their perspectives 

are worthy of scholarly consideration. 

In addition to the limitations within the scope of an ethnographic methodology, 

it is important to recognise that ethnography is one possible approach among 

many. Other methodologies could stand to enrich our understanding of the region. 

For example, while I have set out a historical view of the case at hand, the thesis 

has focused on ethnography rather than history. The thesis has, therefore, been 

limited in its exploration of the relatively under-explored historical sources on the 

region at hand. Scholarship on this region could stand to be enriched by the deeper 

historical perspective which this thesis has not been able to provide. Further, we 

still have much to learn about important contextual factors surrounding the 

empirical work I have presented, many of which can be studied through a focus on 

the political economy and political ecology of the region. Issues such as 

securitisation and resource frontiers could be considered more comprehensively 

by using such approaches.  

The thesis also has theoretical limitations. The particularity of the study means 

that I do not claim to have uncovered something fundamental about marginal 

relations to the state. For example, there is no a priori reason why borderlands 

cannot be spaces of transgression. My argument, instead, has been driven by the 

case study and bolstered through comparison with other cases. I have approached 

the results as what Josiah Heyman called “contingent outcomes” rather than 

“ontological natures of border cultures.”1 The case study in the context of the 

emerging literature suggests that the “contingent outcome” of state-seeking is 

widespread, but not necessary. This point is especially important to recognise in 

relation to contexts in which there might be grave limits to seeking the state. Such 

limits might very well obtain, for example, in relation to Bajau or Rohingya 

peoples.2  

My argument, therefore, does not imply a wholesale critique of what I have 

called the transgression argument. I have claimed for this thesis the rather more 

modest goal of complementing and nuancing the transgression argument in the 

spirit of grappling with shared scholarly interests. Thus, the thesis makes a limited, 

but nonetheless clear and distinct, contribution to our theoretical comprehension 

of life at the margins of the state. 

 
1 Heyman, ‘Culture Theory and the US–Mexico Border’, 48. 
2 I am grateful to an examiner of this thesis for pointing this out. 
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With the thesis, I have made a significant contribution to scholarly knowledge 

in an empirical sense. This thesis is the first full-length ethnography of the Tidung 

Lands—and of the Tidung more specifically—and it is among few works to have 

considered this borderland region. As Clifford Sather remarked with regard to my 

own work, the “Tidong and the general region they inhabit are among the least 

researched in Borneo.”3 Indeed, few empirical points covered in the thesis have 

been addressed by previous scholarship. This gap, I have suggested, is a significant 

one to address for at least two reasons. First, I have shown that the region is worth 

studying both in its own right and because of its broader regional significance. This 

thesis has supported the sweeping regional views which point to the significance 

of this region on the national, Southeast Asian and global scales. Much of this 

significance relates to the region’s borderland character. Secondly, the region is 

important insofar as it is part of a broader set of regions—margins and 

borderlands—in which scholars have taken interest. Where borderlands and 

margins have been identified as a key area of inquiry for contemporary Borneo 

studies, scholars of borderlands more broadly have called for a proliferation of 

studies beyond classic cases. Such calls have acknowledged that novel 

contributions to empirical knowledge and theoretical development stand to be 

made through studies of thus far under-researched borderlands. The thesis has 

taken up this challenge empirically, and my analysis of the empirical case has 

informed a more general theoretical contribution. 

With the central argument of the thesis, I have made one overarching 

theoretical contribution to scholarly knowledge, in addition to a range of 

secondary contributions. The overarching contribution has consisted in drawing 

attention to people seeking the state from the margins and thereby encouraging 

further inquiry into this issue. This contribution is significant for at least two 

reasons. First, it is significant because of the broad scholarly interest which it has 

furthered. By contributing to debates concerning the margins of the state and, 

more specifically, borderlands, the thesis has also contributed a broader focus on 

the questions of power and resistance which have attracted increasing interest in 

recent years. Secondly, studying how people seek the state from the margins is 

significant because, so far, it has been an under-researched approach within such 

debates. To be sure, scholars have increasingly attended to the widespread and 

enduring phenomenon of people seeking the state. Yet, scholarship has often 

foregrounded issues of resistance and transgression. The approach I have taken has 

complemented and nuanced the latter by attending to issues that have not been 

fully explored in the literature. The core theoretical contribution of the thesis, 

 
3 Sather, ‘Notes from the Editor’, 7. 
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therefore, has worked to refine our analytical and theoretical approaches. 

I turn now to some of the broader implications of the thesis. In the first place, 

the principle way to overcome the empirical limitations of the thesis which I have 

noted above is to conduct further research on the region. I have echoed other 

scholars in pointing to the significance of this region for addressing scholarly 

concerns broader than merely advancing knowledge of the region. The thesis 

encourages further exploration of the Tidung Lands and adjacent regions, not only 

from an ethnographic perspective, but through a variety of methodological 

approaches. This injunction is the main implication of the thesis for further 

empirical research. 

More general, however, are the theoretical implications of the thesis. As I have 

mentioned, the key theoretical contribution of this thesis to the literature consists 

in drawing attention to the under-researched issue of seeking the state and, in 

doing so, to encourage further inquiry into this issue. The theoretical limitations 

of the thesis, moreover, can be largely overcome by further research which lends 

itself to comparison. It is worthwhile briefly to consider how this agenda might be 

pursued. 

I suggested in the introductory chapter that scholars have become increasingly 

interested in what I have called seeking the state from the margins. I set out a range 

of examples of the salience of this issue in many studies, citing work from otherwise 

disparate contexts. In this thesis, I have contributed to this approach and 

demonstrated that it is a promising area of inquiry through an empirical case study. 

In doing so, however, I have foregrounded the specific empirical case over a more 

general comparative view. What the thesis, positioned in this literature, makes 

clear is that this area of inquiry could stand to be enriched by further empirical 

studies. Such studies could be taken together in order to form a comparative view 

of people seeking the state from the margins. This comparative view ought to 

encourage the refinement and elaboration of the idea of seeking the state from the 

margins in future scholarship. It ought also to prompt debate regarding the merits 

and limitations of the approach, both in itself and in relation to the transgression 

approach which I reviewed in the introductory chapter. 

There are several more specific ways in which this agenda could be pursued. 

One potentially fruitful way would be to reconsider prominent cases of 

transgressive borderlands. Indeed, I have reviewed some literature on Bornean 

borderlands which highlights the importance of what I have called seeking the 

state in these contexts, whereas central government officials, for example, 

routinely treat them as transgressive. This approach would ask not only whether 

the more state-centric aspects of social life in these spaces might be drawn out 

more clearly to complement the usual emphasis on transgression; it would also ask 



220 

 

whether a shift from transgression to state-centricity might be discernible over 

time.4 Such inquiries would allow for testing more thoroughly the merits and, 

indeed, the limitations of my argument. For example, by positioning a comparative 

view of three cases—with field sites in Banyuwangi (Indonesia), the Cocos Islands 

(Australia) and Perth (Australia)—in the emerging literature on seeking the state, 

Nicholas Herriman and Monika Winarnita have provided a sound example of the 

utility of such a comparative approach.5 Indeed, the Cocos Islands are a borderland 

case, but the approach could be usefully extended to borderlands more generally. 

Any such effort should not, however, detract from the necessity of developing 

novel case studies such as the one presented in this thesis. It remains important to 

do so not only in order to make comparison possible and to develop an increasingly 

complete view of these spaces; it is also important because of the ability of new 

case studies to surprise and to provoke novel understandings. It is crucial, in any 

case, to continue developing understandings of borderlands and other marginal 

spaces starting from the empirics of any given case. This is one sense in which the 

present study has affirmed the value of the ethnographic approach which scholars 

of borderlands have come to embrace, with its prescription that prior theoretical 

and other perspectives ought to be bracketed out in the first instance. 

The final implication worth highlighting here concerns such varying 

perspectives and, more broadly, the importance of these issues beyond their 

importance for knowledge. As I reviewed in the introductory chapter, approaches 

to understanding borderland life that focus on transgression are often ascribed a 

normative significance. Borderland inhabitants are said to provoke scholars to 

rethink a nation-state-centric view of the world and to stimulate the imagining of 

political alternatives. This thesis has made apparent that there might be a greater 

conviviality than has often been assumed between the normative projects of 

scholars and of central government officials. Both scholars and governments have 

often shared the view that the borderlands are characterised by unruliness and 

thus antagonise national state-building. Whereas, for the scholar, this 

understanding might hold the promise of political alternatives, for government 

officials and others in the national mainstream, it is sufficient justification for 

continuing to treat borderland peoples primarily in terms of what they lack. Above 

all, they do not have a desire to position themselves within the nation or to 

cultivate positive relations with the state. This view, in turn, might justify the 

profound sense of significance ascribed to the transgressive parts of the relatively 

benign lives that are lived by most borderland inhabitants, at most times. For 

example, crossing the border informally to attend a funeral is no longer “about” 

 
4 See, especially, Baud and van Schendel, ‘Toward a Comparative History of Borderlands’. 
5 Herriman and Winarnita, ‘Seeking the State’. 
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going to a funeral: it is, in the first place, a profound affront to state order. When 

these people are treated as undermining the sovereignty of the nation-state merely 

by living their lives, moreover, it is not much of a leap to decide that the 

surveillance of their lives should be intensified and that otherwise trivial 

transgressions should be stamped out violently. 

Yet, this normative significance is derived from a view of transgression which, I 

have shown, does not capture entirely what it means to live at the margins of the 

state. So, if the transgression view stands to be rounded out by closer attention to 

the ways in which people seek the state from the margins, then it could be 

worthwhile also to revisit the normative significance of borderlands studies. It is 

here that there is much to say for the “seeking the state” approach. For, rather 

different normative implications might be drawn from an understanding that 

borderland inhabitants generally do, in fact, want to belong to a nation and even 

to be governed by a state. The approach that I have set out might lead us to 

foreground what Nicholas Long, writing of a borderlands case, called “an intense 

desire for national parity, underpinned by a desire for full inclusion within the 

nation.”6 

One of the lessons to be taken from Tidung historical narratives is that the 

knowledge produced through encounters between Tidung people and outsiders, 

such as myself or the Dutch officials of the past, comes to matter for shaping the 

future. Scholarship takes an active part in the world. As scholars continue to place 

themselves in similar relations with peoples of borderlands around the world, the 

question of the future that the knowledge thus produced helps, in however small 

a way, to open or to foreclose will continue to be important. It is for future work to 

determine whether the genuine attempts of marginal people to seek the state 

should be foregrounded over the seeming eccentricities of their lives. These 

questions are complex and permit no general answer. They do, however, establish 

the stakes of the knowledge that we produce. 

  

 
6 Long, ‘The Edge of Glory’, 77. 
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