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The transformation of the framework of bangsa in British Malaya: The Malay community in Selangor under the colonial administration

This paper tries to examine the concept of bangsa in British Malaya through analysis on the rural administration in the state of Selangor.

At the moment of the British intervention in 1874, the term bangsa in Selangor meant Malay immigrant communities. As the population of Selangor had been sparse and migratory, “Malays” contained various immigrant communities from Sumatra and neighboring states of the Malay Peninsula. Especially, Minangkabaus from Sumatra formed the most predominant community in the interior of the state and called themselves bangsa. The power of the headmen of these communities had been authorized by the Selagnor Sultanate.

In the British administration, the term bangsa played an important role. The British incorporated “native haeadmen” into the colonial institutions by labeling them as Penghulus. There were exchanges of letters between the government and the local society around the Penghuluships. In Selangor, Malay immigrant communities took frequent actions towards the colonial authority in the form of petitions and requested their headmen to be authorized. The government conceived bangsa as native communities and appointed the headmen as Penghulus. As the result, many Penghulus in the late 19th century were from these immigrant communities.

By the beginning of the 20th century, the British conceptualized Malays as race and subjected each bangsa to the framework of Malays. The Penghulus ceased to represent a particular community. However, immigrants, including newly-arrived communities such as Javanese and even Chinese, still sent petitions in the name of bangsa. They addressed their opinions about their Penghulu, as well as applied for authorizing their headmen as Ketua Kampong under their Penghulu. They tried to confirm their positions in Selangor by obtaining an official authorization.

In the colonial administration, both the government and the natives were conscious of the concept of bangsa. The government took the term bangsa into the framework of their policy. In response, immigrant communities regarded the framework of bangsa as a means to take part in the administration. The term bangsa as a political framework took its shape in these interactions. In that sense, this example in Selangor offered an important perspective in understanding the community formation in Malaysian history.

