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[C-02] Abstract

YAMAMOTO Hiroyuki (Kyoto University)
Restructuring the Federalism of Bangsas: Development of National/Ethnic Concepts in Sabah, Malaysia
This paper discusses how the concept of bangsa developed in Malaya has (or not) been being transplanted to a neighboring region in the Malay world.

Malaya in its independence in 1957 deviated from the norm of ‘one people, one nation, one country’ and generated the system of what we may call ‘bangsa-federalism’ (federalism of nations). Bangsa-federalism in Malaya seems to have been workable in promoting harmony and development in the country, at least for a certain period of time after independence. But the system inevitably faces serious problems and challenges in treating the people at the fringe of ethnicity.

The focus of the discussion in this paper will be one of such problems and challenges posed by the Kadazans (Kadazandusuns) of Sabah in the 1980s and the 1990s. The Sabah United Party (PBS) with Christian Kadazan as president soon after its installment as state government in 1985 advocated for the equal treatment of the state in the federation with the slogan of ‘Sabah for Sabahan’.

The question here is why PBS advocated for the right of Sabahan and not that of the Kadazans. My argument is that such attitude is well understood if seen as the Kadazan leaders’ struggle to gain the status of a recognized bangsa, as the people of Sabah had neither been recognized as a bangsa nor been positioned in any of the recognized bangsas since the state became a part of Malaysia. 

Prior to the formation of Malaysia, people of Sabah were in search of their cultural and political identities in their future independent state. The idea of Sabah nationhood was introduced to Sabah by two ‘semi-foreign’ Sabah nationalists, while the Kadazans and the Bajaus were getting aware of the significance of utilizing ethnic identities in getting away from their inferior status to the Brunei Malays, the traditional ruling class in the region. The political leaders of Malaya attempted to extend the system of bangsa-federalism to Sabah upon independence, but soon gave up the idea. That Sabah enjoyed autonomy upon joining the federation on the other side implied that the people of Sabah were not properly placed in the framework of bangsa-federalism in Malaysia. It was under such circumstances that the Kadazans required for the status as a recognized bangsa when they embarked on developing themselves by taking advantage of being a part of Malaysia in the 1980s and the 1990s.

I shall also discuss the reaction by the federal leaders to the move by the Kadazans and its significance in reshaping the bangsa-federalism in Malaysia.

