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Borneo – Not Just Nature, But Also Great Ancient
Culture Has Been Destroyed

By Andre Vltchek and Mira Lubis
Asia-Pacific Research, October 05, 2020
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We repost  this  article  from the  late  Andre  Vltchek  who,  as  a  passionate  activist  and
internationalist,  stood  up  for  justice,  in  defense  of  the  poor,  the  persecuted  and  the
oppressed. This was originally published in 2018.

Click here to go to Andre’s archive on APR.

***

Would you ever think of the third largest island on Earth – Borneo (known as Kalimantan in
Indonesia) – as one of the cradles of the world’s democracy? Perhaps you wouldn’t, but you
should.

While Europe was engaged in myriads of internal as well as expansionist wars, in the once
lush, tropical Borneo, people who belonged to the ancient local cultures, used to decide
things communally, by consensus, or should we use the Western term, “democratically”.
Judged  by  today’s  standards,  they  were  also  living  the  lives  of  determined
‘environmentalists’,  showing  great  respect  for  the  nature  around them –  for  all  living
creatures, plants, deep forests, wide rivers as well as humble creeks.

True, local people – Dayaks – were often marked as “headhunters”, at least by the European
Orientalists. But that was only one of many features of their culture. Dayaks spoke at least
170 languages and dialects, enjoying complex fabric of cultures, customs and laws.

The bottom line is: in many ways and for many centuries, traditional Dayaks were able to
co-exist perfectly well with their island and with the surrounding environment. 
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Dayak people surrounded by their nature

If left alone, that is what they would still be doing now – living their own lives, in their own
place, and most likely, living well.

Unfortunately, that was not meant to be.

Borneo was attacked, colonized and devastated by European invaders. For a short period,
the  Japanese  occupied  the  island,  and  then  the  Europeans  came  back  again,  before
“independence”  saw  the  island  divided  between  three  sovereign  countries:  Indonesia,
Malaysia and Brunei Darussalam.

Things did not get much better. The brutality – almost madness – of the Indonesian plunder
which took place after the 1965 Western-orchestrated military coup (backed by foreign
mining and logging interests); the plunder of the natural resources of Kalimantan, has been
legendary. For Jakarta and for its foreign handlers, the so-called transmigration made looting
much easier, while turning local people into a minority and into serfs on their own land.

Dayak culture is now only truly ‘alive and well’ in a few untouched pockets in the deep
interior.

There, people still remember and know how Borneo used to be. They also understand what
should and could be done in order to save it. But no one seems to be willing to learn from
them, or even to listen.

*

Travelling through the so-called Heart of Borneo (HOB) is not easy. But it is possible, and
while collecting footage for our documentary films and for the book, we managed to visit, in
May 2018, several remote communities located between the Indonesian city of Putussibau,

https://www.asia-pacificresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Dayak-people-surrounded-by-their-nature.jpeg
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and the border with Malaysia.

A couple that lost the house in Patussibau

Putussibau lies on the shores of the mighty Kapuas River – on its upper stream. Unlike other
major cities in Indonesian Kalimantan, it is still mainly surrounded by untouched primary
forests, as it lies inside the protected areas.

After  the almost  absolute  devastation of  Kalimantan that  we have been witnessing in
western and southern parts of the island for months, the HOB appeared to be remarkably
pristine.

The inhabitants of various traditional ‘longhouses’ located tens of kilometers outside the city
appeared to be very well-informed about the present state of Borneo, and even willing to
fearlessly comment on the situation. They were also knowledgeable about the history and
traditional cultures of their geographical area, and of the island in general.

Borneo native, Paulus Tulung Daun (image below), an old Dayak man who is the head of
a traditional longhouse, explained:

https://www.asia-pacificresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/a-couple-that-lost-the-house-in-Patussibau-.jpeg
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“We,  especially  the  Dayak  Taman  (the  name  of  one  Dayak  sub-ethnic
community living in  the interior of Borneo), have wisdom and traditions from
our ancestors. We know how to live in harmony with the nature. That’s why
here we don’t destroy the environment. Without nature, there is no life. We
teach our young people, to keep this essential value in their daily existence,
and  we  tell  our  children  not  to  be  easily  influenced  by  the  immigrants  from
other part of the country and from abroad; from those who are coming here
and keep devastating Kalimantan. 

We will also continue to live in this longhouse because we believe that there is
wisdom in living in a longhouse, compared to conventional houses. Here we
live in harmony with the entire community; we help each other and share our
possessions. All important decisions are made after the consultations with the
members of our community.

Palm oil companies came to us on many occasions, offering to buy our lands,
but we always refuse because we know that palm oil would bring harm to the
nature and to our lives. In other places, I think people are lured by money and
promises from the companies, so they sell all they have, and as a result lose
their forest.”

A  younger  man,  Hendri,  joins  the  conversation.  He  is  very  enthusiastic;
dreaming about working in the health sector and improving the lives of his
community. It is soon clear that both generations are on a very similar wave:

“Selling land to the businesses is not a good idea. First, there is never a clear
MoU between the companies/government and the local people, so we do not
trust them.

Second, the palm oil could maybe bring some benefits, but only for the short-
term period. But what about our future generations? We don’t want our water
to be contaminated, we don’t want to lose our forests – to rob our children and
grandchildren of their future.

“What about the gold mining?” We ask. It is clear than in other parts of Kalimantan, the
‘illegal’ (although in reality fully protected and even sponsored by the government, police
and the military) extraction of gold from the rivers and shores has already poisoned entire
communities and waterways with mercury and other highly toxic substances.

https://www.asia-pacificresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Paulus-Tulung-Daun-a-longhouse-chief-jpeg.jpeg
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Hendri (known only by his first name) does not hesitate: 

We do now allow any gold mining here. In this traditional area, even when
people cut down one single tree, without the permission of our leader, we will
punish them using our customary law. So, we do not allow gold mining here at
all, because we know how bad the devastation caused by the gold mining can
get.”

We want to know about the “democratic principles” that have been governing the local
communities and dwellings (like longhouses) for decades and centuries.

“Yes,  in  a  way we live  our  own form of  democracy,  for  many years  and
decades. But for us, it is just a natural form of life.”

*

Democracy. ‘Rule of the people’ in Greek. It is officially promoted by the West, but in reality,
it disappears, is immediately blocked from being practiced in the places that are conquered
and colonized by the Europeans and their offspring.

In Borneo, there was the LanFang Republic (Chinese: 蘭芳共和國).

According to the Lan Fang Chronicles (a multi-faceted project inspired by the histories and
investigations of the 18th century Lan Fang Republic, which was founded by Hakka Chinese
in West Borneo):

“The  Lan  Fang  Republic  was  the  first  democratic  republic  in  South  East
Asia, set up by the Hakka Chinese in West Borneo. Founded by Luo Fang Bo in
1777, the Republic existed for 107 years with 10 presidents until its reigns
came to an end with the Dutch Occupation in 1884.The Chinese first came to
Borneo as gold miners and formed various clans grouped by the area of their
origins. Originally known as Lan Fang Kongsi (Company), Luo Fang Bo united
all the Hakkas in the area to form the Lan Fang Republic.

After  the Dutch invasion,  the descendants  fled across  the region to  Sumatra,
Kuala  Lumpur  and  Singapore.  Many  scholars  believe  that  one  of  the
descendants later became the founding father of Singapore. While the Hakkas
are a minority in Singapore, it is the Hakkas who played an important part in
the establishment of Singapore as a cosmopolitan city-state today.”

As quoted by various sources, including (Sarawak Museum Journal, Volume 19” 1971):

“As  Dutch  imperialism  encroached  upon  modern-day  Indonesia,  Luo
established the Lanfang Republic in 1777 (with its capital in East Wanjin) to
protect the Chinese settlers from Dutch oppression… The settlers subsequently
elected Luo as their inaugural president. Luo implemented many democratic
principles,  including  the  idea  that  all  matters  of  state  must  involve  the
consultation of the republic’s citizenry. He also created a comprehensive set of
executive,  legislative,  and  judicial  agencies.  The  Republic  did  not  have  a
standing military  but  had a defense ministry  that  administered a national
militia based on conscription…”
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While I discussed this impressive republic, in Nagasaki, Japan, with a leading Australian
historian Geoffrey Gunn, he expressed great admiration for its achievements:

“Yes, it was enormously advanced. Not only politically, but also technologically
– in terms of hydraulics, building dykes…”

Prof. Mira Sophia Lubis, a native of Kalimantan, who has been researching the island for
many years, explained:

“In  Jakarta  and  elsewhere,  many  people  believe  that  the  inhabitants  of
Kalimantan are too simple, lacking knowledge and intellectualism. But let’s
face what really happened here: the great and progressive Lanfang Republic
was destroyed by the Dutch colonialists. The Japanese then murdered almost
all  educated people  in  West  Kalimantan,  many of  whom were of  Chinese
descent. And then, in many ways, Kalimantan has been marginalized by the
government in Jakarta, especially during Suharto era.”

*

We drove with  Mr.  Hendri  all  the  way to  Ensanak Village,  some 200 kilometers  from
Putussibau.  There,  again,  oil  palm plantations  are  covering enormous sprawls  of  land.
“Protected areas” are far away from here. As everywhere else in the Indonesian Kalimantan,
the creeks passing through these plantations are dark red or black from the carcinogenic
chemicals that are used by the companies.

Mr.  Hendri  wanted  us  to  talk  to  his  relative,  Mr.  Mawan,  who  used  to  be  a  true  firebrand
activist, fighting against the oil palm plantations. He even used to block the company trucks
and to initiate legal cases on behalf of the local communities.

But after the long and arduous journey, Mr. Mawan was unwilling to speak about the terrible
ordeal of the local people. 

His tiny village was fully encircled by the plantations. There was no tiniest piece of pristine
land left,  in a radius of tens of kilometers. Yet he spoke about the benefits of the oil  palm
plantations, not about their devastating effects on the people.

“They bought him!”, shouted Hendri in the car, on the way back. “They keep
buying our people.”

Back in Bali Gundi longhouse, chief Paulus Tulung Daun floated his important theory:

“People who go to schools in Indonesia, they think they are getting smarter,
but in fact they end up working for the government and private companies,
and they do nothing to help their villages and hometowns. As long as they get
money they do not care anymore. In brief: The more “educated” people are,
here, the more they support corporations. They return from schools and begin
promoting  destructive  activities.  Political  system  here,  too  –  is  clearly
destructive.”
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*

Putussibau may be in a somehow better state than other provincial cities of Kalimantan,
such as Sintang (a city  badly devastated by nearby gold mining).  But  even here,  the
situation for the local people is pitiful. The collapsing giant – Indonesia – is still somehow
surviving because of the unbridled extraction of natural resources from Papua, Sumatra and
Kalimantan, but it gives very little (or close to nothing) back to the people inhabiting these
islands.

According to Greenpeace:

“Indonesia’s rainforests are a biodiversity hotspot, rich in endemic species, and
vital in regulating the Earth’s climate. But these forests are being torn down for
palm oil,  pulp and paper plantations –  making Indonesia the world’s  third
largest greenhouse gas emitter and threatening endangered species such as
orang-utans with extinction.”

Indonesia is now the world’s largest producer of palm oil in the world (over 21 million tons),
Malaysia being close second. This business generates incomes of tens of billions of dollars.
Yet the native population in Indonesian Kalimantan remains dirt-poor.

In the evening, before leaving Patussibau, we crossed the river from the city center, to the
area which was recently devastate by a landslide – Kedamin.

There we saw a parcel of land which literally broke in half, one part remined standing on the
hill, while the other one collapsed and fell down to the river. The house was gone. There
were only some debris left. 

The owners of the house – a man and his wife Yeni – were sitting on a makeshift bench
shaded by what was left of a tarpaulin roof. 

Dispassionately first, they recounted what happened to them two weeks ago:

“The water of Kapuas River kept rising and it was moving with great speed.
Suddenly it hit our house, at 3 am. Land facing the bank of the river suddenly
cracked and fell down. Part of the house – the kitchen and the dining room –
disappeared in the troubled waters.  The remaining part  of  the house was
reduced to rubble.”

At one point, the woman began to cry. Now she and her family have to rely on the help of
neighbors and relatives. One of the neighbors had offered them a temporary shelter.

As always in such situations, the government did close to zero. It did not asses the danger
before the tragedy occurred, it did nothing to reinforce the shore. After the family became
homeless, it only offered one-time ‘relief’ – a blanket!

Local people can count on nothing. There is no place they can turn to when they need help.
Everything has been taken away from Kalimantan, but nothing is being given back, with the
exception of some “infrastructure” – meaning roads, which are built in order to facilitate
even the greater extraction of the natural resources.
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Not far from where Ms. Yeni was sitting, a man was defecating into the water, crouching on
the jetty behind his house. A few meters down the stream, someone was washing clothes,
and then bathing.

Clearly, in the cities, not much is left of the former glory of Borneo, and of the deep and
proud Dayak culture!

*

Had it  not  been attacked,  colonized and enslaved by the Dutch,  British  and Japanese
invaders, had it not later been taken over by tremendous greed and Machiavellian politics
streaming from Java, the island of Borneo would have most likely developed into one of the
most traditional and at the same time, prosperous parts of the Southeast Asia.

Here, when left alone, both Dayak and Chinese people were co-existed peacefully. Both
cultures had their own, democratic ways of governing. Both respected the nature. But both
were too weak to fight the superior weapons and unbridled greed of the invaders. They were
defeated, humiliated and forced into submission.

We know what followed. It is clearly visible all over the island: almost everything is burned,
mined out and destroyed. The misery in which the people are forced to live, is appalling.

In the old longhouses, deep inside the forest, people still resist, by living their lives as they
did before the occupation.

Inside those splendid longhouses,  can be found the secrets  of  Borneo,  as well  as  the
answers to those countless questions, including the most burning of all: “why the disaster
has taken place”.

There, in the minds and hearts of the local people – those people who are still able to resist
the mainstream ‘education’ imposed from Jakarta and from abroad – may also lie solutions,
the way forward and the salvation for this once most beautiful island on Earth. 

To support Borneo films and book, click here.

*

This article was originally published on New Eastern Outlook.

Andre Vltchek is a philosopher, novelist, filmmaker and investigative journalist. He has
covered wars and conflicts in dozens of countries. Three of his latest books are his tribute
to “The Great October Socialist Revolution” a revolutionary novel “Aurora” and a bestselling
work of political non-fiction: “Exposing Lies Of The Empire”. View his other books here.
Watch Rwanda Gambit, his groundbreaking documentary about Rwanda and DRCongo and
his film/dialogue with Noam Chomsky “On Western Terrorism”. Vltchek presently resides in
East Asia and the Middle East, and continues to work around the world. He can be reached
through his website and his Twitter.

Mira Lubis is a lecturer and researcher in urban studies, Tanjungpura University, West
Kalimantan.
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