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Figure 5.3: Orang Seletar wedding attire custom

BELIEFS

The community of Orang Seletar has a strong bond with a spiritual dimension that 
permeates both the ocean’s surface and its depths. While the area is associated with themes 
of death and illness, its worship is centred around spiritual entities thought to reside in 
these regions. The Orang Seletar navigate onshore to treat the sick or carry out funeral 
customs for their deceased when faced with these sombre parts of life.

They believe that spirits, or “hantu,” are everywhere and can take many different 
shapes, including trees, rocks, tunnels, hidden depths, and even the air itself. Their 
commitment to treating these spiritual energies with dignity is the foundation of their

Sometimes the wedding festivities go into the night.
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existence. This disregard for the environment, which serves as the spirits’ place of abode, has 
grave repercussions like illness, strife, and finally death.

The Orang Seletar have a special perspective on resolution; they think that exorcism 
and appeasement rituals directed towards the spirits are the key to healing and restoration. 
These techniques are essential for curing illness, reducing conflict, and bringing peace back 
into their lives.

According to the Orang Seletar’s beliefs, beach areas are protected by beach spirits, 
while sea areas are overseen by sea spirits. As a result, individuals are restricted from 
uttering their names or trying to communicate with them when present in these locations. 
This restriction stems from a fear that such actions could result in negative consequences, 
including a potential decline in the fish population, which is thought to be influenced by the 
actions of these spirits. Likewise, if anyone plans to cut down mangrove trees, they must seek 
prior approval from the beach spirits. 

Every beach, sea, cape, large and small currents, mangrove and fig trees, whirlpools, 
cliffs, caves, birds, and animals have been thought to have their own guardians from the time 
of their ancestors.

The Orang Seletar emphasise the value of maintaining harmony between the physical and 
metaphysical realms by acting with respect for the environment and partaking in ceremonies 
to please the spirits. Their everyday lives are governed by the healing and protection rituals 
that define their cultural identity.

Figure 5.4: The shaman prepares 
ingredients to treat the patient
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There are several taboos among the Orang Seletar community. The concept of 
“cabul mulut” entails refraining from discussing inappropriate subjects, particularly those 
involving spirits resembling objects. This is because such discussions are believed to attract 
negative consequences, referred to as ‘dinah.’

Next, is the taboos when at sea. In the beliefs of the Orang Seletar community, 
the sea is regarded as the dwelling place of both spirits and sea guardians. As a result, 
when engaging in activities at sea, it is customary to seek permission from these entities 
beforehand. Failing to do so is thought to taint the area and trigger the occurrence of 
‘dinah.’

Those afflicted with ‘dinah’ exhibit disoriented and nonsensical speech. To cure such 
an ailment, a shaman (pawang) seeks the assistance of the mambang ruler, specifically 
Mambang Tali Arus Besar and Kecil. This mambang acts as an intermediary between the 
shaman and the sea guardians. Treatment is usually administered to the patient, with the 
approach determined by the intensity of the experienced ‘dinah.’

Apart from that, when the Seletar people needed to cut down a sizable tree for 
boat-making, they would usually make offerings of food to appease the tree’s protectors 
in advance.

TABOOS

In conclusion, the Orang Seletar community follows many old ways and necessary 
rules in their daily lives. These traditions show how much they keep their history alive, 
even though the world is evolving. They work hard to make sure their unique way of life 
stays a stronghold in keeping their traditions alive until generations to come. 

The Orang Seletar’s special culture keeps going, from their precious things to their 

CONCLUSION
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long-standing traditions and beliefs. This shows how determined they are and how important 
it is to keep their culture safe. By still doing these practices even though things are changing, 
they make sure their identity and history stay preserved. 
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The Orang Kanaq are the smallest ethnic group among the Orang Asli. The 
Orang Kanaq, consisting of merely 100 individuals as of 2022, possess a notably limited 
population size when juxtaposed with other indigenous ethnic groups within the nation. 
Notably, these customary practices, which forbid intermarriage with external groups, cast 
a shadow over their continued existence. 

Additionally, the Orang Kanaq community is believed to share familial ties with the 
Orang Sengkanak community dwelling on Pulau Daik, a diminutive island nestled within 
Indonesia’s Riau Islands.

In terms of their physical appearance, the Orang Kanaq indigenous group closely 
resemble their Malay neighbours. Nevertheless, possibly due to inadequate nutrition, they 
tend to be relatively short in height and have a lean body build.

In the past, the Orang Kanaq were labourers who were forced to work in servile 
conditions to tap trees on rubber plantations. They currently fall behind in terms of 
education and technological growth, and they continue to work as manual labourers in 
shrub and rubber plantations. They also collect fruit and other forest resources, go fishing 
and hunting using traditional tools like arrows and blowpipes, and gather rattan.

The Orang Kanaq community resides in humble wooden stilt homes in the Selangi 
region that are evocative of rural Malay architecture. The rectangular building has a front 
veranda, with one or two rooms and a kitchen in the back. It is perched on short pillars.

CHAPTER 6: ORANG KANAQ

INTRODUCTION
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The Orang Kanaq reside in the Kota Tinggi region of Johor, nestled along the fridges of 
Selangi village within the Mawai vicinity. and their settlement is at this location only. 

Before settling in Sungai Selangi, the Orang Kanaq community used to lead a nomadic 
lifestyle, moving from one place to another. Since ancient times until the present, they have 
continued their livelihood as fishermen. Their settlements near rivers and the sea have led 
many of them to persist in their lives as fishermen.

The heartwarming migration of the Orang Kanaq community to Selangi village is 
emblematic of the proactive measures taken by the government to ensure the welfare and 
prosperity of its people. This thoughtful relocation showcases the authorities’ dedication to 
preserving and nurturing the unique heritage of the Orang Kanaq tribe, safeguarding their 
cultural legacy for generations to come.

The Orang Kanaq’s transition from a nomadic lifestyle to a settled community in 
Selangi village not only improved their economic prospects but also enhanced their social 
cohesion and access to essential services. It serves as a testament to the positive impact of 
government initiatives in supporting and uplifting indigenous communities while ensuring 
the preservation of their cultural heritage.

DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION
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Figure 6.1: Distribution of Orang Kanaq’s ethnic in Peninsular Malaysia
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SPOKEN LANGUAGE AND RELIGION

In the past, the Orang Kanaq people were adherents of animism, a belief system deeply 
rooted in their connection with nature and the spiritual realm. In more recent times, a 
significant shift in religious affiliation has taken place within the Orang Kanaq community. 
The entire tribe has transitioned to Islam, embracing the teachings and practices of the 
Islamic faith. This transformation reflects a broader societal trend in Malaysia, where Islam 
has become a predominant religion.

The religious practice of Islam among the Orang Kanaq people has brought about 
changes in their spiritual outlook, daily routines, and social interactions. This transition has 
likely been influenced by a variety of factors, including cultural exchange, interactions with 
neighbouring communities, and broader shifts in religious dynamics.

The practice of Islam has transformed the concept of spirituality among the Orang 
Kanaq community and has led to changes in matters related to birth, marriage, and death 
from their original beliefs to rituals based on Islam. They often practised religious rituals 
such as prayer, fasting, giving zakat, and religious celebrations are widely practised according 
to Islamic teachings. 

RELIGION

The Orang Kanaq community speaks the Orang Kanaq language as well as the Bahasa 
Melayu. As one of the Aboriginal Malay languages and a member of the larger Austronesian 
language family, the Orang Kanaq language occupies a special place in the complex tapestry 
of indigenous languages. The Orang Kanaq people, who are a vital element of Peninsular 
Malaysia’s vast array of indigenous cultures, have a close connection to this linguistic legacy.

The Orang Kanaq community’s language is primarily an oral language spoken and 
understood among themselves only. The native language of the Orang Kanaq community 

SPOKEN LANGUAGE
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is the Kanaq language, which belongs to the Austronesian language family, while Bahasa 
Melayu is the second language of the Orang Kanaq community. 

The Orang Kanaq indigenous community has incorporated Islamic customs into 
their way of life, shaping their cultural identity. They observe the five daily prayers, 
establishing a strong bond with Allah. During the holy month of Ramadan, they fast, 
which means refraining from food, beverages, and worldly pleasures. This fasting serves 
as both a religious duty and a period for self-reflection, self-control, and heightened 
spiritual awareness. Engaging in Zakat, the act of giving to those in need, holds significant 
importance in their practice of Islam.

Additionally, the Orang Kanaq actively participate in various Islamic festivals, 
including Hari Raya Aidilfitri and Hari Raya Aidil Adha, which unite the community in 
joyous gatherings, prayers, feasts, and charitable acts.

However, the chanting of jampi appears to be the primary ritual practised by the 
Orang Kanaq. Jampi is used during various significant life events such as pregnancy, 
childbirth, weddings, and funerals, as well as for ensuring fertility. It also serves as a 
protective measure when venturing into the forest to gather rattan, approaching beehives, 
and encountering sacred trees. Orang Kanaq utilise various charms for diverse purposes, 
including maintaining good health, safeguarding themselves against harm from others, 
and more. Prior to reciting the jampi, several preparations are necessary, including lime 
fruits, flowers, and kemenyan.

TRADITIONAL ARTS

CELEBRATIONS OR RITUALS
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ARTS AND CRAFTS

The Orang Kanaq community is known for their exceptional skill in crafting high-quality 
rattan products, such as woven baskets and hunting equipment. These products not only serve 
functional purposes but also embody the Orang Kanaq people’s cultural heritage, serving as 
practical tools and exquisite manifestations of their creative ingenuity. The production of 
rattan handicrafts bridges the gap between tradition and the modern economy, preserving 
their cultural legacy and holding a tangible economic impact. The Orang Kanaq people 
showcase their adaptability and entrepreneurial spirit in this transformation, demonstrating 
their ability to navigate the dynamic landscape of cultural preservation and economic 
sustenance. 

The Orang Kanaq community’s arts and craft pursuit is rattan weaving. Thanks to the 
readily available raw material, rattan, which can be easily sourced from the forest, they create 
various items like rattan baskets, serving trays, and rattan chairs, among others. Their day 
often begins in the morning and ends in the evening, spent in the forest collecting rattan. 
During their forest trips, they search for a specific type of rattan called “rotan cacing” 
(Calamus melanoloma mart), carefully remove its thorns, and then roll it up to bring it home 
for their weaving projects.

The Orang Kanaq community’s resilience and unity are evident in their artistic pursuits, 
which not only secure a livelihood but also nurture a deep sense of pride in their ancestral 
heritage. The act of crafting and trading these intricate pieces fosters a shared sense of identity, 
reinforcing the bonds that connect community members. As these rattan creations reach 
appreciative buyers, they carry the essence of the Orang Kanaq people’s cultural prowess, 
resilience, and unwavering commitment to preserving their unique way of life.
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The Orang Kanaq indigenous community has unique customs during childbirth to 
ensure the well-being of both the mother and the newborn. These customs include being 
only in close proximity to home, avoiding poisoned fish, respecting animal life, ensuring 
isolation during childbirth, avoiding carving and nailing tools, not urinating in a squatting 
position during urination, dietary restrictions on rice and sweet cekur vegetables, and 
forbidding eating deer meat. These practices reflect their commitment to minimising risks 
and mishaps, respecting the natural world, and fostering a harmonious relationship with 
the environment. 

An Orang Kanaq woman experiences labor pains and stays home, advising her 
husband to stay at home as well to help with housework. Two midwives, the wives of 
the batin, assist in childbirth. They close all doors and windows to prevent the entry of 
the Hantu Polong, a malicious spirit believed to suck blood associated with childbirth. 
The midwives rub coconut oil on the woman’s stomach and recite a jampi to facilitate 
easy delivery. When the child appears, one midwife receives it while the other severs the 
umbilical cord using a rattan, which is brought by the woman’s husband. The midwife 
wraps the afterbirth in an old cloth and recites a jampi called “jampi selepas bersalin.” Akar 
setalak is a root that is powdered and mixed with water, then rubbed over the woman’s 
stomach.

The Orang Kanaq indigenous community practises these customs to ensure the 
health and well-being of both the mother and child, reflecting their deep-rooted cultural 
values and respect for the interconnectedness of the natural and spiritual realms.

BIRTH CUSTOMS

CULTURAL NORMS

DEATH CUSTOMS

The Orang Kanaq community’s death customs have evolved over time, especially 
with their transition to Islam. These customs reflect a deep connection between their 
spiritual beliefs and practical rituals for honouring and managing the deceased. 
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The use of bush knives (parang) for grave digging is rooted in their beliefs about land 
spirits and the potential consequences of using other tools. The responsibility for digging 
the grave falls on the deceased’s children, both male and female. The ritual of bathing and 
wrapping the deceased before burial is symbolic of purification and respect. 

The body is cleaned with water by the batin once the grave has been prepared, then it is 
wrapped in a white cloth and transported to the burial site. It is now placed inside the tomb 
together with two coconut shells: one holding water and the other rice. These are sacrifices 
made for the deceased. The batin will recite a jampi after the body and the other items have 
been placed in the grave. 

MARRIAGE CUSTOMS

The marriage customs observed within the Orang Kanaq community offer a captivating 
insight into their rich cultural legacy, showcasing the intricate interplay between their 
traditional heritage and the impact of Islamic influences on their practices.

One particularly captivating custom revolves around the prospective groom presenting 
a gift, symbolised by the tender offering of green peas, to his soon-to-be bride. This custom, 
while captivating in its simplicity, carries a profound duality of practical utility and profound 
symbolism. In eras gone by, this thoughtful gesture held a twofold purpose: to act as a 
practical facilitator in ensuring the seamless orchestration of the impending matrimonial 
ceremony, and equally as significant, to invoke the blessings of prosperity and abundance for 
the forthcoming union.

The Orang Kanaq community, upon adopting Islam, now holds their marriage 
ceremonies at the Kota Tinggi District Religious Office, accredited by the Johor State Religious 
Department (JAINJ). The religious office offers extensive assistance to ensure successful 
wedding ceremonies, aiming for newlywed Orang Kanaq to manage their families effectively. 
Consequently, they are encouraged to marry outsiders who can provide guidance, particularly 
in religious matters. Importantly, when Orang Kanaq individuals marry outsiders, their
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children are still recognized as Orang Kanaq, preserving their indigenous heritage even in 
mixed marriages.

Islamic influence on the Orang Kanaq customs is clear, leading to changes in their 
traditions to align with Islamic values. The act of giving gifts remains important, but the 
significance of green peas may have evolved within their Islamic-influenced matrimonial 
customs.
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The Orang Kanaq hold beliefs in animals and supernatural powers, showing their 
strong connection to nature and spirituality. They see dogs as protectors, emphasising their 
bond with the animal world. They also believe in the significance of the sun, representing 
life, renewal, and divine influence.

The Orang Kanaq view the universe as having fourteen layers, with God residing in 
the sky. They believe the universe rests on a cow’s back, making cows sacred. They think 
a particular spirit resides within cows, and if the sacred cow moves, it may cause natural 
disasters.

Although Islam has influenced some of their beliefs, the Orang Kanaq maintain 
their indigenous spirituality, highlighting the interplay between tradition, faith, and 
identity. Their enduring beliefs showcase their commitment to preserving their cultural 
and spiritual heritage.

Overall, the Orang Kanaq’s beliefs in animals, supernatural powers, and the universe 
reflect their deep connection to their culture, nature, and the spiritual forces that shape 
their lives. These beliefs continue to guide them and foster a strong connection with the 
mysteries of existence.

BELIEFS
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The Orang Kanaq community values traditional medicine men who act as interme-
diaries with unseen powers. They see these healers as spiritually connected and culturally 
important individuals. These medicine men possess special knowledge and skills to 
communicate with spirits and offer guidance, divination, and rituals for various issues, like 
health and community well-being. These issues can range from physical and mental health 
concerns to matters of social cohesion and community balance.

The Orang Kanaq’s strong spirituality and belief in the interconnectedness of all life are 
evident in their reliance on traditional medicine men. It reflects their deep respect for their 
cultural heritage and their understanding that physical health and spiritual well-being are 
intrinsically linked. They trust and respect these healers, seeking their expertise to address 
challenges and maintain balance in their lives.

BELIEF IN TRADITIONAL MEDICINE

TABOOS

The Orang Kanaq indigenous group observes taboos in the forest to maintain harmony 
with their environment and their cultural beliefs. These taboos reflect their reverence for the 
spirits inhabiting the natural world and the interconnectedness between humans and nature. 

Sleeping at stream/creeks and near rivers is avoided due to the belief in the spiritual 
significance of these water sources, which may be inhabited by spirits. This respect prevents 
disruptions to the spiritual balance and ensures the well-being of both humans and the 
environment.

Besides, preserving mounds, trees, and rocks is a sacred practice, honouring their 
cultural heritage and maintaining the sanctity of these spaces. Sustainable tree cutting is 
prohibited, as trees are valued for their practical benefits and spiritual significance. Last but 
not least, littering in the forest is also prohibited, as littering could be seen as disrespectful to 
the spirits inhabiting the forest and disrupt the natural balance.
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These taboos reflect the Orang Kanaq’s deep-rooted beliefs in maintaining harmony 
with the natural world and the unseen forces that inhabit it. By adhering to these practices, 
the community honours their cultural traditions, fosters a sense of connection with their 
environment, and contributes to the preservation of their ancestral heritage.

In conclusion, the Orang Kanaq indigenous community, despite being the smallest 
among the various Orang Asli tribes in Peninsular Malaysia, remain steadfast in their 
commitment to preserving their rich cultural heritage. Their dedication to upholding 
traditional practices, beliefs, and ways of life serves as an inspiring example of resilience 
and cultural pride.

By recognizing the intrinsic value of their traditions and supporting efforts to 
maintain and transmit their unique identity to future generations, we can help ensure 
that their vibrant culture continues to thrive. In an era of rapid change and globalisation, 
our collective efforts can play a crucial role in amplifying the voices of the Orang 
Kanaq community, raising awareness about their cultural significance, and fostering an 
environment where their traditions can flourish.

CONCLUSION
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