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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in fulfilment of 
the requirement for the degree of Master of Science 

ROLE OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICES AMONG THE BAJAU 
AND DUSUN COMMUNITIES TOWARDS BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION IN 

KOTA BELUD, SABAH, MALAYSIA 

By 

ANIS AMALINA BINTI ADAM 

August 2021 

Chair : Normala bte Othman, PhD 
Faculty  : Human Ecology 

Indigenous knowledge of Bajau and Dusun people was developed from centuries of 
interacting, experimenting and adapting to the natural environment. Such knowledge 
was created as they historically inhabited biologically rich areas and ultimately 
dictated the way Bajau and Dusun people utilised the natural resources around them. 
Indigenous knowledge of Bajau and Dusun people is holistic and dynamic, 
emphasising the balance of physical and supernatural realms. Reflecting this concept 
to biodiversity conservation, indigenous knowledge of Bajau and Dusun people could 
be found in traditional medicine, river management, traditional hunting, and traditional 
farming. Thus, the unique knowledge of Bajau and Dusun people in various practices 
makes it important to study in the context of biodiversity conservation. This qualitative 
study applied case study approach to delve into the perspectives and experiences of 
Bajau and Dusun people regarding their indigenous knowledge system. The data in 
this study was collected through interviews, focus group discussion, and observation. 
Kota Belud in Sabah was selected as the study site and informants were chosen 
using purposive and snowball sampling techniques. The informants in this study were 
Dusuns and Bajaus, the two main ethnics in Kota Belud. Fieldworks for data collection 
involved 11 informants (n=11) all together. The data was analysed thematically with 
the aid of NVivo 8.The main findings in this study yielded three major themes 
reflecting the objectives. The first theme deals with indigenous knowledge and 
practices of Bajau and Dusun people in traditional farming, traditional hunting, river 
management, and traditional medicine. The second theme presents the initiatives of 
Bajau and Dusun people in transferring indigenous knowledge to their communities. 
The third theme touches on the documentation of indigenous knowledge of Bajau and 
Dusun people. Lastly, the findings of this study provide some implications to the body 
of knowledge by delivering discussions on the role of indigenous knowledge of Bajau 
and Dusun communities in biodiversity conservation. In practical, this study helps the 
government to strengthen the existing policies and create programmes pertaining to 
biodiversity conservation. This study also demonstrates significant implication from 
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the perspectives of Bajau and Dusun communities with regards to indigenous 
knowledge documentation.   
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia sebagai 
memenuhi keperluan untuk ijazah Master Sains  

PERANAN PENGETAHUAN DAN AMALAN PERIBUMI DALAM KALANGAN 
MASYARAKAT BAJAU DAN DUSUN TERHADAP PEMULIHARAAN 

BIODIVERSITI DI KOTA BELUD, SABAH, MALAYSIA 

Oleh 

ANIS AMALINA BINTI ADAM 

Ogos 2021 

Pengerusi : Normala bte Othman, PhD 
Fakulti : Ekologi Manusia 

Pengetahuan peribumi masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun dikembangkan dengan 
berhubung, memerhati dan menyesuaikan diri dengan alam semulajadi. 
Pengetahuan tersebut dibentuk kerana masyarakat peribumi pada dahulu kala 
menetap di kawasan yang tinggi kepelbagaian biologinya dan seterusnya 
pengetahuan tersebut menentukan cara hidup mereka. Pengetahuan peribumi 
masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun bersifat holistik dan dinamik, dengan menekankan 
keseimbangan antara alam fizikal dan alam ghaib. Dalam menghubungkaitkan 
pengetahuan peribumi dalam pemuliharaan biodiversiti, pengetahuan peribumi 
masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun dapat dilihat dalam amalan perubatan tradisional, 
pengurusan sungai, pemburuan tradisional, dan pertanian tradisional. Oleh yang 
demikian, pengetahuan unik masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun dalam pelbagai amalan 
menjadikan kajian ini penting untuk dilakukan dalam konteks pemuliharaan 
biosiversiti. Kajian kualitatif ini menggunakan pendekatan kajian kes dalam 
menyingkap perspektif dan pengalaman masyarakat peribumi berkaitan sistem 
pengetahuan mereka. Data kajian ini dikumpul melalui temubual, perbincangan 
berfokus, dan pemerhatian. Daerah Kota Belud di Sabah dipilih sebagai kawasan 
kajian dan informan pula disaring menggunakan persampelan bertujuan dan 
persampelan bola salji. Informan kajian ini terdiri daripada suku kaum Bajau dan 
Dusun yang merupakan dua suku kaum utama di Kota Belud. Kerja lapangan 
melibatkan informan seramai 11 orang (n=11). Selanjutnya, data yang diperolehi 
dianalis secara tematik dengan bantuan perisian komputer untuk analisis data 
kualitatif iaitu Nvivo 8. Dapatan utama kajian ini menghasilkan tiga tema besar 
berpandukan kepada objektif utama kajian. Tema pertama menyentuh pengetahuan 
peribumi dan amalan masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun dalam pertanian tradisional, 
pemburuan tradisional, pengurusan sungai, dan pertanian tradisional. Tema kedua 
pula menggambarkan mengenai inisiatif masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun dalam 
memindahkan pengetahuan peribumi dalam kalangan mereka. Manakala tema 
ketiga pula membincangkan mengenai dokumentasi pengetahuan peribumi 
masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun. Akhir sekali, dapatan kajian memberikan implikasi 
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kepada badan pengetahuan dengan memberikan perbincangan mengenai peranan 
pengetahuan peribumi masyarakat Bajau dan Dusun dalam pemuliharaan 
biodiversiti. Secara praktikal, dapatakan kajian ini memberikan maklumat kepada 
pihak kerajaan untuk mengukuhkan dasar-dasar yang sedia ada dan merancang 
program berkaitan usaha pemuliharaan biodiversiti. Kajian ini juga turut 
memperlihatkan implikasi yang significant dari perspektif masyarakat Bajau dan 
Dusun dalam dokumentasi pengetahuan peribumi.  



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

All praises to Allah the Almighty for endowing me with ability, perseverance and sanity 
to complete this thesis. Alhamdulillah ‘ala kulli haal.   

I would like to express my deepest appreciation to my supervisory committee, Dr. 
Normala Othman and Associate Professor Dr. Adlina Abd. Halim for guiding and 
assisting me in completing this thesis. Their endless support, professional expertise, 
and constructive criticism kept me constantly engaged with my research throughout 
the three years of this journey at UPM. A debt of gratitude to Dr. Normala Othman for 
appointing me as a Graduate Research Assistant in which sparked my interest in the 
field of Cultural Anthropology and essentially gained new knowledge and experience 
as a novice researcher. I would also like to express my appreciation to Dr. Zatul 
Himmah Adnan, who I many times consulted for inspirations and suggestions. 

A  note of gratitude also goes to every individual involved in my fieldworks in Kota 
Belud, Sabah; those at Kota Belud Native Court for their assistance and my 
informants for consenting to engage in my research. Having them providing help and 
support as well as sharing their experience make this journey a valuable one.  

I am indeed deeply thankful for the support given by the Universiti Putra Malaysia and 
Faculty of Human Ecology for the sponsorship of a research grant under Putra Grant 
Inisiatif Putra Siswazah (IPS).  

My special thanks to my small family, especially Ma and Abah, Anizan Musa and 
Adam Zakaria for their love, encouragement, support, and prayer. To my loved one, 
thank you. Lastly, to anyone who directly and indirectly involved in completion of this 
thesis, I thank you.  



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

vii 

This thesis was submitted to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia and has been 
accepted as fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of Master of Science. The 
members of the Supervisory Committee were as follows: 

Amna binti Haji Md Noor, PhD 
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Human Ecology 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Chairman) 

Normala bte Othman, PhD 
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Human Ecology 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Member) 

Adlina binti Haji Ab. Halim, PhD 
Associate Professor 
Faculty of Human Ecology 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Member) 

____________________________ 
ZALILAH MOHD SHARIFF, PhD 
Professor and Dean 
School of Graduate Studies 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 

Date: 9 March 2022 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

viii 

Declaration by graduate student 

I hereby confirm that: 
 this thesis is my original work;
 quotations, illustrations and citations have been duly referenced;
 this thesis has not been submitted previously or concurrently for any other

degree at any other institutions;
 intellectual property from the thesis and copyright of thesis are fully-owned by

Universiti Putra Malaysia, as according to the Universiti Putra Malaysia
(Research) Rules 2012;

 written permission must be obtained from supervisor and the office of Deputy
Vice-Chancellor (Research and Innovation) before thesis is published (in the
form of written, printed or in electronic form) including books, journals, modules,
proceedings, popular writings, seminar papers, manuscripts, posters, reports,
lecture notes, learning modules or any other materials as stated in the Universiti
Putra Malaysia (Research) Rules 2012;

 there is no plagiarism or data falsification/fabrication in the thesis, and scholarly
integrity is upheld as according to the Universiti Putra Malaysia (Graduate 
Studies) Rules 2003 (Revision 2012-2013) and the Universiti Putra Malaysia 
(Research) Rules 2012. The thesis has undergone plagiarism detection 
software.

Signature: Date: 

Name and Matric No.: Anis Amalina Adam 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

ix 

Declaration by Members of Supervisory Committee 

This is to confirm that: 
 the  research conducted and the writing of this thesis was under our

supervision;
 supervision responsibilities as stated in the Universiti Putra Malaysia (Graduate

Studies) Rules 2003 (Revision 2012-2013) are adhered to.

Signature: 
Name of Chairman 
of Supervisory 
Committee: Dr. Normala Othman 

Signature: 
Name of Member of 
Supervisory 
Committee: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Adlina Ab. Halim 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

x 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 
ABSTRACT  i 
ABSTRAK  iii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS v 
APPROVAL  vii 
DECLARATION  viii 
LIST OF TABLES  xi 
LIST OF FIGURES  

CHAPTER 

1 INTRODUCTION 1 
1.1 Study background 1 
1.2 Problem statement 6 
1.3 Research questions 9 
1.4 Research objectives 9 
1.5 Definition of terminology 9 

1.5.1 Indigenous peoples 9 
1.5.2 Indigenous knowledge 10 
1.5.3 Biodiversity 10 
1.5.4 Conservation 11 
1.5.5 Culture 11 

1.6 Theoretical framework 11 
1.61 Cultural Ecology theory 12 

1.7 Conceptual framework 14 
1.8 Significance of study 15 
1.9 Scope of study 15 
1.10 Conclusion 16 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 17 
2.1 Background of Sabah 17 
2.2 Indigenous peoples in Sabah  23 
2.3 Dusun people and their culture 26 
2.4 Bajau people and their culture  27 
2.5 Indigenous knowledge  29 

2.5.1 Defining indigenous knowledge 29 
2.5.2 Criteria of indigenous knowledge 33 

2.6 Indigenous knowledge and biodiversity 
conservation  

36 

2.6.1 Traditional farming 38 
2.6.2 Traditional hunting and wildlife 

management 
40 

2.6.3 Traditional medicine 41 
2.6.4 Traditional river management 43 

2.7 Indigenous knowledge documentation 45 
2.8 Conclusion  46 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xi 
 

   
3 METHODOLOGY  47 
 3.1 Introduction  47 
 3.2 Qualitative research as methodology  47 
  3.2.1 Case study approach  48 
  3.2.2 Data collection  48 
   3.2.3.1 Interview  48 
   3.2.3.2 Focus group discussion  49 
   3.2.3.3 Observation  49 
 3.3 Location  49 
 3.4 Sampling  51 
 3.5 Informant profile  51 
 3.6 Research instrument  54 
 3.7 Fieldwork  54 
 3.8 Ethical consideration  57 
 3.9 Data analysis and interpretation  57 
  3.9.1 Data management  57 
  3.9.2 Transcription  58 
  3.7.3 Interview transcript analysis  58 
 3.10 Validity and reliability  59 
  3.10.1 Validity  59 
   3.10.1.1 Triangulation  59 
   3.10.1.2 Member check  60 
   3.10.1.3 Researcher as 

instrument  
60 

   3.10.1.4 Researcher’s lens or 
reflexibility  

60 

   3.10.1.5 Peer review  61 
  3.10.2 Reliability  61 
   3.10.2.1 Audit trail  61 
 3.11 Fieldwork limitations  61 
 3.12 Conclusion 62 
   
4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  63 
 4.1    Introduction 63 
 4.2 Indigenous and practices of Bajau and Dusun 

people towards biodiversity conservation in 
Kota Belud, Sabah  

63 

  4.2.1 Indigenous knowledge and 
practices in traditional medicine  

64 

   4.2.1.1 Classification of 
traditional medicine  

64 

   4.2.1.2 Traditional medicine 
using shamans  

64 

   4.2.1.3 Traditional medicine 
using plants  

66 

   4.2.1.4 Implication to biodiversity 
conservation  

69 

  4.2.2 Indigenous knowledge and 
practices in tagal system  

70 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xii 
 

   4.2.2.1 Establishing a tagal site  70 
   4.2.2.2 Tagal as an ecotourism 

site  
73 

   4.2.2.3 Implication to biodiversity 
conservation  

74 

  4.2.3 Indigenous knowledge and 
practices in traditional farming  

75 

   4.2.3.1 Shifting to modern 
agriculture  

76 

   4.2.3.2 Traditional farming  77 
   4.2.3.3 Implication to biodiversity 

conservation  
80 

  4.2.4 Indigenous knowledge and 
practices in traditional hunting  

80 

   4.2.4.1 Taboos in wildlife hunting  81 
   4.2.4.2 Traditional hunting tools  82 
   4.2.4.3 Types of animals hunted  83 
   4.2.4.4 Implication to biodiversity 

conservation  
84 

  4.2.5 Summary of findings  85 
 4.3 Indigenous knowledge transfer of Bajau and 

Dusun people in Kota Belud, Sabah  
87 

  4.3.1 Approaches of knowledge transfer 
among Bajau and Dusun people  

87 

   4.3.1.1 Collaboration with 
relevant parties  

87 

   4.3.1.2 Establishment of cultural 
sites  

89 

   4.3.1.3 Implementation of 
customary law  

89 

   4.3.1.4 Social events  90 
   4.3.1.5 Symbolic representations 

of indigenous practices in 
the modern practices 

91 

   4.3.1.6 Parental role  92 
  4.3.2 Challenges in indigenous 

knowledge transfer among Bajau 
and Dusun people in Kota Belud, 
Sabah  

92 

   4.3.2.1 Change of indigenous 
livelihood practices  

93 

   4.3.2.2 Change of religious 
beliefs 

94 

   4.3.2.3 Contact with dominant, 
non-indigenous groups  

94 

   4.3.2.4 Economic development 
pressure  

96 

   4.3.2.5 Loss of indigenous 
organisation  

97 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xiii 
 

   4.3.2.6 Unsustainable use of 
natural resources by local 
communities  

97 

  4.3.3 Summary of findings  99 
 4.4 Indigenous knowledge documentation of 

Bajau and Dusun people  
101 

  4.4.1 Perception on the loss of 
indigenous knowledge  

101 

  4.4.2 Acceptance of indigenous 
knowledge documentation  

102 

  4.4.3 Challenges in indigenous 
knowledge documentation  

104 

   4.4.3.1 Biopiracy  105 
   4.4.3.2 Lack of support from 

authority  
106 

   4.4.3.3 Lack of initiatives in 
documentation Bajau 
and Dusun people  

106 

  4.4.4 Meanings of indigenous knowledge 
from the perspectives of Bajau and 
Dusun people  

107 

   4.4.4.1 Maintains soil health  107 
   4.4.4.2 A source of livelihood  108 
   4.4.4.3 Safeguards natural 

resources  
109 

  4.4.5 Summary of findings  110 
 4.5 Reflection to cultural ecology theory  112 
 4.6 Conclusion  113 
   
5 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  114 
 5.1 Introduction  114 
 5.2 Summary  114 
 5.3 Implication  116 
  5.3.1 Theoretical implications  116 
  5.3.2 Practical implications  117 
 5.4 Recommendations  118 
  5.4.1 Recommendations for Bajau and 

Dusun people to enhance 
indigenous knowledge  

118 

  5.4.2 Recommendations for future 
research to enhance indigenous 
knowledge  

119 

   
REFERENCES 121 
APPENDICES 142 
BIODATA OF STUDENT 196 
LIST OF PUBLICATIONS 
 

197 

  



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xiv 
 

LIST OF TABLES 
 

 
Table 

 
 Page 

2.5.1(a)  Various terms of indigenous knowledge with working 
definitions  
 

31 

2.5.1(b)  Forms of indigenous knowledge and their examples 
  

32 

3.3 Population of Kota Belud based on 2010 consensus  
 

50 

3.5 Informant profile  
 

53 

3.7 Dates of data collection sessions  56 
  



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xv 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

Figure  Page 

1.1 A model representing the worldview of indigenous 
peoples in general. The chart demonstrate the 
interconnection of God, people and nature as the basis of 
their life 
 

3 

1.6.1 Cultural ecology theory  
 

13 

1.7 Conceptual framework  
 

14 

2.6 Applicability of indigenous knowledge in conservation 
biology or ecology 
  

37 

4.2 Indigenous knowledge and practices of Bajau and Dusun 
people towards biodiversity conservation in Kota Belud, 
Sabah  
 

86 

4.3 Indigenous knowledge transfer of Bajau and Dusun 
people in Kota Belud, Sabah  
 

100 

4.4 Indigenous knowledge documentation of Bajau and 
Dusun people in Kota Belud, Sabah  

111 

  



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

1 
 

CHAPTER 1   
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter presents the study background, problem statement, research questions, 
research objectives, definition of terminology, theoretical and conceptual frameworks, 
significance, scopes and limitations pertaining to indigenous knowledge and 
biodiversity conservation.  
 

1.1 Study background  
 

In the peak of secular scientific knowledge, where breaking discoveries are being 
produced, indigenous knowledge is getting more and more attention from academics, 
policy makers and developers. The literatures on indigenous knowledge and 
indigenous peoples have been debated, discussed and rewritten through major fields 
such as Anthropology, History and Conservation Biology (Paulina & Johnson, 2016). 
The indigenous knowledge system has been in existence hundreds of years ago; 
however its emergence in academia can be dated back in the early 1950s.  
 

According to  Berkes (2008) ethnobiologists and ethnoecologists mainly concentrated 
their work on species identification and classification and the knowledge and 
understanding of indigenous peoples on the ecological processes and the interactions 
in the environment. Special focus is given to conservation of biodiversity as cultural 
approaches are being integrated in achieving its goals. Other aspects that are being 
studied in indigenous knowledge include learning systems; local organisations, 
controls, and enforcement; local classification and quantification; and human health 
(Grenier, 1998).  
 

As  Purcell (1998) mentions, indigenous knowledge has been signified as a 
“methodology, social science perspective as well philosophical and ideological 
positions.” Despite it remains problematic to conceptualise the term “indigenous”, it is 
worthy to note it has become a rather significant resource in many cultural and 
socioeconomic paradigms. More importantly, the importance of indigenous 
knowledge and indigenous peoples are now being given international recognitions by 
non-governmental organisations - United Nations Environmental Programme through 
its Convention of Biological Diversity 1992 and International Labour Organisation 
through its Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention 1989 – initially aim for 
recognising, protecting and developing of indigenous peoples, their rights and 
knowledge. The International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples was established 
by United Nations General Assembly in December 1994 and it is commemorated on 
August 9 annually.  
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Globally, indigenous peoples constitute approximately five percent of the world’s total 
population, inhabiting various geographical locations of Americas, Africa, Asia and the 
Pacific. Population-wise, indigenous peoples are considered minorities, but their 
indigenous knowledge emerges to be relatively significant specifically in biodiversity 
conservation. According to (Stevenson, 1996), indigenous peoples have made 
important contributions in maintaining the biodiversity and ecosystems within their 
territories through two directions. Firstly, they carry out ways of life in their lands which 
the natural base and biodiversity are left intact. Indigenous peoples develop certain 
systems in utilising and managing the natural resources, essentially reflecting their 
intimate knowledge of their lands, local geography and ecosystems. More importantly, 
indigenous peoples place spirituality highly in their lives and it is manifested in their 
respect and care for nature. Secondly, indigenous peoples have managed to achieve 
and preserve the ecological safety and unity by fighting intruders who wish to 
economically exploit the lands and natural resources. Stevenson (1996) again 
emphasises biological diversity has been maintained and secured with the success of 
blocking settlement from outsiders in their land for the sole purpose of land 
commercialisation, urban development and modernisation.  
 

This study is trying to bring out the relationship of knowledge systems of Sabah’s 
indigenous peoples embedded in their culture to biodiversity conservation. Ingold 
(2002) states that the culture is the fundamental tenet in ecological anthropology 
which has become the mediator in the relations between humans and their 
environments. He further remarked that culture also serves as the human mode of 
adaptation and is a system of symbol. Hence, it is fair to see how culture is interpreted 
in anthropology. Sutton and Anderson (2014) define culture as “learnt and shared 
behaviour within social groups and it is the fundamental element that sets human 
apart from other animals.” From the view of sociology, a culture can be distinguished 
between non-material and material culture. Beliefs, courtship, intellectual traditions, 
music, dancing, and any other oral traditions are grouped as non-material culture. The 
latter includes any possession or touchable objects belonging to a certain society such 
as equipment used in daily life, artefacts, art forms and technology (Wahab et al., 
2012).  
 

The culture of indigenous peoples is significantly influenced by worldview that is “the 
culturally structured set of assumptions (including values and 
commitments/allegiances) underlying how a people perceive and respond to reality” 
(Kraft, 1999, p. 385). In some simple words, a worldview could be understood as the 
deep-level culture in which indigenous peoples base their life. According to Vidal 
(2008), worldview is a personal and historical point of view that is made up of 
philosophical basis such as model of reality as a whole, model of the past, model of 
the future, theory of value, theory of actions, and theory of knowledge. Depending on 
social settings, worldviews vary across all groups of society. Similar to other 
indigenous groups, the worldviews of Dusun and Bajau people are substantially 
influenced by the past of their ancestor. Essentially, they conduct themselves in 
accordance to the norms and values inherited from their ancestors. According to 
Halina Sandera (2013) worldviews of indigenous peoples demonstrate that the 
universe is divided into natural (material and physical) and supernatural (immaterial 
and spiritual). The commonalities of Dusun and Bajau primal worldviews, which highly 
emphasise the belief of supernatural beings. Both Dusun and Bajau people 
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fundamentally believe that man and animals are not the only creatures inhabiting this 
world but all kinds of spiritual beings that live in close proximity to them and can be 
found scattering in various natural landscapes including the river, mountains, bushes 
and sea. In the view of Dusun and Bajau people, they perceive that existence of these 
spirituals beings is directly linked to their lives by strongly influencing their fate and 
fortune towards their events of life such as yield of crops, success in hunting, as well 
as sickness and death (Figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 1.1: A model representing the worldview of indigenous peoples in 
general. The chart demonstrates the interconnection of God, people and nature 
as the basis of their life  
(Source: Shafiia et al., 2016).  
 

According to Halina Sandera (2013), the traditional worldview of Bajau encircles 
animism and Hinduism demonstrated in certain rituals such as payung jomo matai 
(umbrella of the dead) and reincarnation. Now, with the advent of Islamic teaching, it 
has greatly coloured and transformed how Bajau perceive their world. In a work of 
(Yap, 1985), the worldview of Bajau is heavily influenced by the jinn, bantu syaitan 
(ghost and devils), and souls of the dead. Both Sainatul Nornis (2012) and Halina 
Sandera (2013) demonstrate that the worldview of Bajau can be divided into several 
levels known as Latallah, roh, langit, and bumi. Bajau people manifest their worldview 
in various aspects of their life such as in the events of birth, death and marriage.  
 

Latallah or God resides at the very top level, believed by the Bajau people to be the 
most powerful creator on earth and the entire universe. The term Latallah is adapted 
from the word Allah Taala. In the view of Bajau people, Latallah does not rely on 
humans or other creatures and has the mighty power to bestow His blessings or 
punishments according to the behaviours of human. Bajau people also believe that all 
the dead souls will eventually return to Latallah.  
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Roh at the second level is occupied by the good and bad spirits known as embo’-
embo’ and meron. Embo’-embo’ refers to the spirits of family members who have 
deceased long time ago. Among Bajau people, embo’-embo’ are highly regarded and 
respected, as they are believed to control the actions of and watch over their living 
descendants on earth. Meanwhile, meron is the opposite of embo’-embo’. Meron 
refers to bad spirits that are capable of threatening the peace, health and harmony of 
Bajau people. Meron is also believed to bring upon various misfortune, suffering and 
calamities such as sickness, diseases, accident, and event death (Halina Sandera, 
2013). At this particular level, knowing the existence of good and bad spirits, Bajau 
people adapt themselves to respect the nature as it is occupied by the unseen 
creatures. This is to maintain the harmony among humans, supernatural beings, and 
nature. Hence, various taboos and rituals are introduced especially in cultivating lands 
for farming, cutting trees, and harvesting forest products. 
  

Langit refers to the intermediary space occupied by the spirits of the dead who have 
yet to reach the level roh. The Bajau people believe that the spirits would remain at 
this level for 100 days and depend on the conduct on the living relatives in this world. 
Therefore, throughout the period, it is believed that the spirits must be given the 
necessities including food, clothing or adornment through rituals like duang, mayang 
pinang, and bangkai-bangkaian (Halina Sandera, 2013). If these requirements are not 
met, misfortune would befall upon the family members. It is also believed that the 
spirits of the dead would appear in their dreams.  
 

The next of level is bumi (the world) that is occupied by man. Halina Sandera (2013) 
highlights that this level is divided into the real world and the supernatural world. The 
real world is reserved by humans and physical objects while the supernatural world is 
inhabited by spiritual creatures. At this level, the Bajau people emphasise maintaining 
the value of harmony and peace among them and their nature. 
  

As for Dusun people, their worldview is based on the concept of divine virtues of 
peace, harmony and balance that involves various dimensions such as the seen, 
unseen, hot, and cold. In a balance or neutral nature, the universe is said to be osogit 
or cold. However, the balance could be disturbed by the misconducts and sinful deeds 
of humans and those further inflict ahasu or spiritual heat to the perpetrator (Pugh-
Kitingan, 2016). In more severe cases, ahasu may also inflict the wider family clan 
and community causing grave calamities such as failure of crops and hunting, famine, 
and epidemics of diseases (Pugh-Kitingan, 2014). Moreover, their worldview is not 
only about man-and-god relationship, but it includes various dimensions such as adat 
and legal institutions, educational institutions, family institutions, economic 
institutions, political institutions, environmental care as well as health care institutions. 
 

The Dusun people are monotheists and acknowledge the existence of a supreme 
being or omnipotent deity known as Kinaringan and Mumsumundok. The pair who 
also have human attributes are believed to be the creator of the world and everything 
in it including man, animals and various features of the natural and physical landscape 
(Rutter, 1922; Yap, 1985). In essence, The Dusun worldview involves the universe, 
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Minamangun (the creator), osundu (benevolent celestial spirits), rogon (demons and 
malevolent spirits), bambarayon (rice souls), and tulun (human beings).  
 

In the traditional worldview of Dusun people, the universe is perceived to exist as 
seven-tiered, upper middle and under worlds. Pogun refers to the middle world of 
human beings, Karaganan refers to the underworld of evils, and Sawat or Hibabou is 
the upper world of deities. Minamangun means the Creator that refers to Kinaringan 
and and his wife, Mumsumundok. According to Yap (1985), Kinaringan and 
Mumsumundok created man of different physiques and complexion from earth with a 
portion of Bisagit or the Spirit of Smallpox. Furthermore, it is also believed that 
Kinaringan and Mumsumundok sacrifice their daughter, Ponumpuan by cutting up her 
body into parts, which made all kinds of food. Her blood gives form to rice, her head 
to a coconut, her fingers to bananas, her ears to the sirih-vine, her feet to Indian corn, 
her throat to sugar-cane, and her knees to yam. Meanwhile, it is also believed that 
animals originate from her torso.  
 

Osundu refers to benevolent celestial beings who inhabit the upper world of Sawat. 
There are seven different osundu occupying each tier to Sawat namely Aso Sundu, 
Rumandawi, Pinoubou, Monungaran, Mongontonu, Mogohungung, and 
Humingkubang. The Dusun people perceive that osundu is the mediatory realm for 
bobohian (priestesses) to reach Kinaringan and Mumsumundok (Pugh-Kitingan, 
2016).  
 

Meanwhile, rogon is the evil spirits of the underworld who scatter the human world, 
causing misfortune and disposing calamities. The evil spirits are said to attack human, 
livestock and crops leading to loss of livelihood as well as spread of diseases and 
death. Rogon is believed to occupy various topographies in Dusun villages such as 
river streams, strange-looking rocks and certain areas of forest. In order to get rid of 
rogon, the Dusun people usually perform a ritual by sacrificing animals (Pugh-
Kitingan, 2016).  
 

The Dusun people who are known as the paddy farmers believe in rice souls called 
bambarayon. Each family unit is believed to own their own bambarayon that looks 
after their crop. Unlike osundu and rogon, bambarayon is viewed as sunduwan or 
soul. The Dusun people manifest this belief in paddy farming that bambarayon is 
embodied in every paddy grain (Low, 2012; Pugh-Kitingan, 2016). According to Yap 
(1985), bambarayon consists of seven categories of rice-souls, each carries different 
role. Ohinopot helps guard the supply of paddy in the store, Sambilod looks after the 
damaged rice and sees that the amount does not increase, Gontolobon gives rice 
piled up in boulders, Momiaud gives paddy as abundant as spring water, Sompidot 
gives full grain in the ear, and lastly Kabang makes the rice swell in the cooking pot.  
 

Meanwhile, tulun in the Dusun worldview refers to man. Dusun people perceive that 
man tulun is made up of one body, sunduwan (soul) and seven rusod (spirits). The 
seven rusod is said to contain at different parts of the body such knees, hips, elbows, 
shoulders, and chest. Upon death, the rusod returns to Minamangun (the Creator) in 
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Nabalu’. Based on this belief, Dusun people hold firm on the proper burial for rusod to 
properly leave a man’s body or else it would turn into tambiriuo or ghost.  
 

1.2 Problem statement  
  

This study is founded on the premise that indigenous knowledge is important in 
conservation of biodiversity as promulgated in Convention on Biological Diversity 
(United Nations, 1992). The Bajau and Dusun people in Kota Belud possess extensive 
and holistic knowledge in natural resources management particularly in their 
respective traditional landscapes. Their experimentation and experience with their 
surrounding allow them to innovate their own knowledge in the local practices and 
systems (Lasimbang, 2003; Tongkul, 2002). For example, both Bajau and Dusun 
people are known as farming-oriented community, working on paddy plantation in 
both lowland and upland areas (Low, 2012; Saidatul Nornis, 2012b). Bajau and Dusun 
were also known for their knowledge in utilizing various medicinal plants (Fadzilah, 
2018; Fadzilah et al., 2018; Julius Kulip, 2014) in their traditional health system. 
Therefore, this uniqueness of this study establishes the interconnectedness of 
indigenous knowledge of Bajau and Dusun people thriving on the natural resources 
around them with the emphasis of harmony of both living and non-living things. In the 
context of this study, the worldview of Bajau and Dusun people postulates that the 
universe is made up of physical and spiritual realms (Halina Sandera, 2013; Pugh-
Kitingan, 2016). The God-people-nature relationship among Bajau people is 
demonstrated by their worldview comprises of several levels known as Latallah (God), 
good and evil spirits, earth. Bajau people perceive that Latallah is the most powerful 
creator on earth and the entire universe. The good and evil spirits tell Bajau people 
who occupy the earth, that they need to maintain the harmonious relationship among 
humans, supernatural beings, and nature. Disobedience would eventually inflict 
misery and misfortune to them (Halina Sandera, 2013; Yap, 1985). Meanwhile, among 
Dusun people, the God-people-nature relationship involves Minamangun (God), 
benevolent celestial spirits, malevolent spirits, and human beings. Minamangun as 
the Creator refers to Kinaringan and Mumsumundok who created man of different 
physiques and complexion. The benevolent celestial spirits were believed as 
mediatory realm for priestesses to reach Minamangun. The malevolent spirits are 
thought to cause misfortune and dispose calamities upon humans by destroying the 
livelihood stock and crops. Rituals of sacrificing animals are performed to appease 
and ward off these evil spirits (On & Pugh-Kitingan, 2015; Pugh-Kitingan, 2015; Yap, 
1985). It is the fundamental belief of Bajau and Dusun people that existence of 
humans coexist with animals, plants and all kinds of spiritual beings scattering in 
various natural landscapes. Furthermore, both humans and spiritual beings must live 
in harmony to not invoke the wrath of God that bestows them with fortune (Halina 
Sandera, 2013; Pugh-Kitingan, 2016). Hence, for thousands of years, these 
indigenous Bajau and Dusun communities thrive sustainably in nature and biodiversity 
territories.   

The first issue of this study concerns with indigenous knowledge and practices. Since 
the introduction of Convention on Biological Diversity in 1992, indigenous knowledge 
is becoming an international commitment especially by those countries populated by 
indigenous peoples. Appreciation and recognition towards indigenous knowledge 
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expand as more studies are being carried out in this field. The importance of 
indigenous knowledge is stressed upon the dependence of indigenous peoples on 
natural resources for their livelihood including hunting, fishing, gathering, and making 
arts  (Langton & Rhea, 2005). Wilder et al. (2016) emphasise that indigenous 
knowledge now is appearing to be more significant as biodiversity is degenerating 
rapidly and conventional biodiversity management does not function effectively. With 
regards of this, indigenous peoples in Sabah have four aspects of indigenous 
knowledge and practices inextricably linked to biodiversity conservation which are 
hunting, farming, using of medicinal plants, and river management (Tongkul, 2002). 
The practice of traditional farming by indigenous peoples are shown to mitigate the 
impacts of forest degradation based on a case study in Gana-Lingkabau Forest 
Reserve in Sabah (Hardawat et al., 2020). Meanwhile, Jurry and Harifah (2012) 
demonstrate that indigenous river management conserves the population of 
freshwater fish resources and promotes sustainable practices. However, as 
landscape and livelihood changes occur inevitably (Kulip, 2003; Kulip et al., 2000; 
Sayok & Teucher, 2018; Ibrahim et al., 2020), the fate of indigenous knowledge 
remains a question. Sayok and Teucher (2018) attribute the rampant loss of 
indigenous knowledge to palm oil plantation, in which discouraged indigenous 
peoples practice their traditional livelihood. Due to this, there is an issue of 
discontinuation of indigenous knowledge practices among indigenous peoples in Kota 
Belud, Sabah (Tongkul et al., 2012) and the repercussion imposes peril to their 
cultural identity.Therefore, the situation above motivates this study to be carried out, 
to see whether indigenous knowledge and practices are being continued at present 
days among Bajau and Dusun people in Kota Belud, Sabah.  
 

The second issue concerns with approaches of indigenous knowledge transfer. 
Epistemologically speaking, indigenous knowledge and western secular knowledge 
are two distinctive groups of knowledge system. Indigenous knowledge has been 
intergenerationally passed down mainly through oral traditions and symbolic means 
(Hills, 2004; Ohmagari & Berkes, 1997).Indigenous knowledge is learnt through 
hands-on activities, observations, and social interactions among parents, community 
members, and peers (Taylor & Thoth, 2011). In the context of Sabah, the customary 
law or adat plays a fundamental part in indigenous knowledge transfer. Adat, 
transferred orally and through observations,  essentially dictates all social behaviours 
within an indigenous community (Desmond & Norjietta Julita, 2018). More 
interestingly, as adat is informal and unwritten, it is adhered by most people. Hence, 
this further demonstrates the importance of oral traditions and symbolic means to 
indigenous peoples in Sabah. In light of this, relying on contemporary educational 
institutions to revive indigenous knowledge appears rather ambitious and most likely 
will encounter with a myriad of obstacles as supported by Battiste (2002, p.4) that 
“indigenous knowledge has been systematically excluded from contemporary 
educational institutions”. Following this, the responsibility to transfer indigenous 
knowledge lies on the shoulder of indigenous peoples. This is in line with 
Wotherspoon (2015) that emphasises the community members with social, cultural 
and economic resources to continue reviving the learning activities and take initiatives 
to provide skills and competencies to anyone who needs them. Therefore, this thesis 
argues that indigenous knowledge and practices ought to be upheld and reinvigorated 
through collective actions by indigenous peoples themselves. An effective 
environment to transfer indigenous knowledge and practices should be connected 
with cultural, linguistic, and biological diversity associated with their identity, 
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sustainability and survival (Rosnon & Chinnasamy, 2016). Following that, this study 
sees the significance to explore how indigenous peoples in Kota Belud, Sabah 
transfer the indigenous knowledge in their community.  
 

The third issue pertains to indigenous knowledge documentation. Sobrevila (2008) 
pinpoints that preservation of indigenous knowledge is an integral component in 
biodiversity management model. One way of knowledge preservation is through 
knowledge documentation. Indigenous knowledge documentation may bring positive 
impacts towards indigenous peoples as it serves the purpose of documentation and 
makes it available to those with good intentions (Ngulube, 2002; Sithole, 2007). This 
effort is also critical to the capacity of future indigenous generation to have the access 
to their heritage. Indigenous knowledge is a complete set of knowledge, thus 
documentation can serve as a valuable and insightful database on how the indigenous 
peoples interact with their surrounding that is constantly changing. It has been 
established that economic, political, and cultural changes on a national and global 
scale rapidly transform the natural environment (Kardooni et al., 2014; Tang & Gavin, 
2016). To elaborate further, dependence of indigenous peoples on natural resources 
is what creates indigenous knowledge. Over the years, indigenous peoples gradually 
relinquish the practices; hence, it escalates the loss of indigenous knowledge. This 
calls for an attention to identify and document indigenous knowledge as indigenous 
peoples are highly vulnerable to those changes. Failure to execute this initiative may 
not only jeopardise biodiversity but also their identity and culture (Lambin et al., 2019). 
On contrary of this, indigenous knowledge of biodiversity and resource use has yet to 
be to systematically documented in Sabah (Kodoh et al., 2017; Tongkul et al.,  2012). 
Hence, this study is significant to fill the gap by exploring the acceptance of indigenous 
peoples on the idea of knowledge documentation.  
 

There is still another noticeable gap that demands to be filled. Many researches 
related to indigenous knowledge related to biodiversity conservation have been 
extensively studied by the Western countries in the Amazon, Africa, and Australia. In 
the context of Sabah, the studies of indigenous knowledge focus on mainly on the 
ethnobotany and traditional health medicine (Kulip, 2003; Kulip et al., 2010; Kulip et 
al., 2005), the tagal system (Er et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2009). Indigenous knowledge 
in biodiversity conservation has a wide scope. Hence, in order to contribute to 
previous literature, this study focuses on different components of indigenous 
knowledge in biodiversity conservation namely skills and practices, indigenous 
knowledge transfer and indigenous knowledge documentation.   
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1.3 Research questions 
 

Based on the discussion over the research problem above, the following questions 
are developed:  
 

a) What are the indigenous knowledge and practices of Bajau and Dusun 
communities towards biodiversity conservation in Kota Belud, Sabah?  

b) How do Bajau and Dusun communities transfer indigenous knowledge 
to their communities in Kota Belud, Sabah?  

c) How would Bajau and Dusun communities accept the idea of indigenous 
knowledge documentation in Kota Belud, Sabah? 

 

1.4 Research objectives  
 

Main research objective 
 
The main objective of this research is to examine the role of indigenous knowledge in 
biodiversity conservation in Sabah.  
 

Specific objectives 
 

a) To examine the indigenous knowledge and practices of Bajau and Dusun 
communities towards biodiversity conservation in Kota Belud, Sabah 

b) To explore the approaches of indigenous knowledge transfer among Bajau 
and Dusun communities indigenous communities in Kota Belud, Sabah 

c) To investigate the acceptance of Bajau and Dusun communities on 
documentation of indigenous knowledge in Kota Belud, Sabah   
 

1.5 Definition of terminology 
 

1.5.1 Indigenous peoples  
 

United Nations Working Group on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples opted out to let 
the issues unresolved as they could not agree on a formal definition. The author has 
chosen two definitions from Toledo (2001) and Sabah Interpretation (Definition of 
Native) Ordinance No.2 1952. According to Toledo (1999), indigenous peoples are 
best described by applying the following criteria: a) descendants of the original 
inhabitants of a territory which has been overcome by conquest, b) ecosystem 
peoples, such as shifting or permanent cultivators, herders, hunters and gatherers, 
fishers and/or handicraft makers, who adopt a multi-use strategy of appropriation of 
nature; c) practice a small-scale, labour-intensive forms of rural production which 
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produce little surplus and has low energy needs; d) do not have a centralised political 
institution, organise their life at community-level, and make decisions on a consensus 
basis; e) share a common language, religion, moral values, beliefs, clothing and 
identifying characteristics as well as a relationship to a particular territory; f) have a 
different world-view, consisting of a custodial and non-materialist attitude to land and 
natural resources based on a symbolic, interchange with the natural universe; g) 
subjugated by a dominant culture and society; and h) consist of individuals  who 
subjectively consider themselves to be indigenous. In this study, indigenous peoples 
refer to those who live in Kota Belud, selected through purposive sampling. 
 

1.5.2 Indigenous knowledge  
 

The United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (1992)defines indigenous 
knowledge as “the knowledge, innovations and practices of Indigenous and local 
communities around the world. Developed from experience gained over the centuries 
and adapted to the local culture and environment, traditional knowledge is transmitted 
orally from generation to generation. It tends to be collectively owned and takes the 
form of stories, songs, folklore, proverbs, cultural values, beliefs, rituals, community 
laws, local language, and agricultural practices, including the development of plant 
species and animal breeds. Traditional knowledge is mainly of a practical nature, 
particularly in such fields as agriculture, fisheries, health, horticulture, and forestry”. In 
this study, indigenous knowledge refers to traditional skills, cultures, practices, and 
knowledge of indigenous peoples in Sabah of plants, animals as well as land and 
ecosystem management. The indigenous knowledge is expressed in unwritten form 
and commonly transferred orally through folk stories, songs and rituals specific to a 
particular ethnic group. 
 

1.5.3 Biodiversity  
 

The term generally brings a connotation about the variety of life at all biological levels. 
It is a blend of the phrase of biological diversity, a neologism which was coined in 
1985 by Walter G. Rosen and was popularised by Edward O. Wilson in later years 
(Maclaurin & Sterelny, 2008). The United Nations Convention of Biological Diversity 
(1992) defines biodiversity as “the variability among living organisms from all sources 
including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the 
ecological complexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within species, 
between species and of ecosystems”. While DeLong (1996) describes biodiversity as 
“an attribute of an area and specifically refers to the variety within and among living 
organisms, assemblages of living organisms, biotic communities, and biotic 
processes, whether naturally occurring or modified by humans. Biodiversity can be 
measured in terms of genetic diversity and the identity and number of different types 
of species, assemblages of species, biotic communities, and biotic processes, and 
the amount (e.g, biomass, cover, rate) and structure of each. It can be observed and 
measured at any spatial scale ranging from microsites and habitat patches to the 
entire biosphere”. Biodiversity in this study refers to biological resources available to 
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indigenous peoples in Kota Belud, Sabah. The natural resources such as forests, 
lands, and rivers in which the indigenous peoples thrive in for their socioeconomic and 
cultural needs such as hunting, farming, fishing, and traditional healing.  
 

1.5.4 Conservation  
 

IUCN International Union for Conservation of Nature  (1980) conceptualise 
conservation as a process involving many sectors (e.g. forestry, wildlife, agriculture, 
fisheries) with the emphasis of sustainable utilisation and management. A working 
paper by International IUCN called World Conservation Strategy published in 1980 
defines conservation as the management of human of the biosphere so that it may 
yields the greatest sustainable benefit to present generation while maintaining its 
potential to meet the needs and aspirations of future generations. Meanwhile, a 
broader definition is provided by Hambler (2004)  that “ conservation is the protection 
of wildlife from irreversible harm”.  In this context, wildlife refers to non-domesticated 
species, animals, plant population and microorganisms. In this study, conservation is 
the efforts executed by the indigenous peoples in Kota Belud to protect and conserve 
the natural environment. 
 

1.5.5 Culture  
 

Culture could be generally understood as human phenomena that manifests all ways 
of life (arts, belief, customs) and passed down from generation to generation. Tylor 
(1871, preface) proposes that culture is “complex whole which includes knowledge, 
belief, art, law, morals, custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man 
as a member of society. Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952, p. 86) defines culture as 
“patterned ways of thinking, feeling and reacting, acquired and transmitted mainly by 
symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups, including their 
embodiments in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e. 
historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached values. Culture, 
as a complex concept consists of various attributes that it is learnt (depending on 
developed symbols), shared, symbolic, encompassing, integrated, and either 
adaptive and maladaptive (Kottak, 2015). In the context of this study, the discussion 
of culture refers to indigenous knowledge and practices of Bajau and Dusun people 
in Kota Belud, Sabah.  

 

1.6 Theoretical framework 
 

In theory, a qualitative research develops through inductive means that allows a 
particular concept, theory, or hypothesis to be generated from the intensive and in-
depth data gathering. The purpose of qualitative research is not to test a concept, 
hypothesis or theory; nevertheless this does not mean a theory cannot be placed in 
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qualitative research. Theoretical framework can be considered as an orientation or a 
stance of the researcher holds while conducting his research (Othman, 2017). In this 
study, the main theory used is Weltanschauung theory and supported by theory of 
social ecology.   
 

1.6.1 Cultural Ecology Theory    
 

Cultural Ecology Theory is a theory founded by Julian H. Steward in 1955 in his book 
“Theory of Cultural Change: The Methodology of Multilinear Evolution”. Steward 
defines the theory as “a heuristic device for understanding the effect of environment 
upon culture”. In brief, this theory deals with the interaction of human, culture and 
environment.  
 

The phrase “cultural ecology” consists of two base words; culture and ecology. 
Nevertheless, ecology was thought not to belong anywhere in the discipline of 
anthropology. Ecology, a concept derived from biology, deals with the relationship 
between living organisms and their environments (Gunn, 1980). Meanwhile, the 
concept of culture has been an integral part of anthropology. Culture is regarded as 
“a dynamic mix of symbols, beliefs, languages and practices that people create, not 
a fixed thing or entity governing humans” (Anderson & Gale, 1992, p. 3). Steward 
founded this theory as he identified the difficulty in using the cultural factor in 
ecological studies due to lack of clear objectives in biological use of ecology. Gunn 
(1980) provides some insightful appraisal of the emergence of this theory based the 
philosophical differences on culture. Environmental determinists propose that culture 
is “the mechanical actions of natural forces upon a purely selective humanity” while 
environmental possibilists argue culture “acts selectively, if not capriciously, upon 
their environment, exploiting some possibilities while ignoring others” (Sahlin, as cited 
in Gunn, 1980). 
 

Steward addresses cultural ecology by drawing distinctions from other concepts of 
ecology and anthropology and demonstrating how cultural ecology can augment the 
existing approach to determine its adaptation of culture to environment. In the early 
development of this theory, Steward notices the methodological difficulties when 
cultural factor is integrated in ecological studies due to lack of clarity of the concept 
of ecology itself. At the same time, Steward argues that social ecology itself should 
be regarded as a subdiscipline as the analysis is insufficient of fair objectives of 
biology that it constantly applies ecology to explain the biological phenomena. 
Following that, Steward suggests social ecology to be an operational tool by 
proposing two objectives: understanding of the organic functions and genetic 
variations of man as a purely biological species and determination of how culture is 
affected by its adaptation to environment (Steward, 1955, p. 31).  
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Figure 1.6.1: Cultural ecology theory  
(Source: Steward, 1955) 
 
Based on Figure 2 above, Steward (1955, pp. 40-41) establishes cultural ecology as 
a method that consists of three parts: first the interrelationship of exploitative or 
productive technology must be analysed; second the behaviour patterns involved in 
the exploitation of a particular area by means of a particular technology must be 
analysed; and third procedure is to ascertain the extent to which the behaviour 
patterns entailed in exploiting the environment affect other aspects of culture.  
 

However, Lapka et al. (2012) propose a contemporary approach of cultural ecology. 
The authors argue their approach is different of Steward’s that stresses on adaptive 
function of culture. Lapka et al. (2012) claim their approach as a holistic and 
integrative attempt to study complexity of cultures as it engages a wider perspective 
of culturology. Besides, their focus in this approach is landscape ecology by 
proposing four constitutive principles of modern cultural ecology which are focus on 
the problems of present times, integrative approach which is aware of the pitfalls of 
inter- or transdisciplinary, cultural core of society-environment relationship; and 
dialogue between human and environment. Nevertheless, the authors’ attempt in 
delivering a different approach of cultural ecology is still inspired by Steward’s.  
 

This study considers the criteria of cultural ecology theory as illustrated in Figure 1 to 
assist in deliberating the research focus. Following this theory, cultural ecology in 
essence emphasises on how a society adjusts and adapts to similar environments. It 
examines the mutual relationship between natural environment and culture, reflected 
by interdependence between environment, technology, and human behaviours. In 
this context of this study, the cultural core of indigenous peoples lies within their 
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indigenous knowledge system that includes technology, social structure, governance 
system, and resource use system. In the mutual relationship between man and 
environment, indigenous peoples are the keystone component in shaping their 
environment through the cultural core. Referring to this theory, indigenous peoples 
are able to both adapt their cultural core to ecological system, and ecological system 
to their social, cultural, and physical requirements. In the role of indigenous 
knowledge in biodiversity conservation, cultural core is reflected through the three 
key issues in this study, which are indigenous knowledge and practices, knowledge 
transfer, and knowledge documentation. Hence, this study considers the man-nature 
interactions as a fundamental connection underlying biodiversity conservation.  
 

1.7 Conceptual framework  
 

A conceptual framework in a qualitative research serves to illustrate the main idea in 
this study. This framework also works to guide the researcher to achieve the 
proposed objectives. The present conceptual framework as shown in Figure 1 is 
devised after reviewing the literature review pertaining indigenous knowledge and 
biodiversity conservation. Based on a thorough review of literature, the management 
of biodiversity conservation has evolved from a conventional to a more holistic way. 
This is done through implementation of indigenous knowledge. The scope of 
indigenous knowledge is too broad as the knowledge system covers every aspect of 
life. In this study, the role of indigenous knowledge in biodiversity conservation is 
investigated through three components; the skills and practices, the mechanisms of 
knowledge transfer, and the acceptance of indigenous peoples on knowledge 
documentation. Thus, the research conceptual framework is summarised in Figure 3 
below.  
 

 
 Figure 1.7: Conceptual framework 
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1.8 Significance of study  
 

The study of indigenous knowledge in biodiversity conservation informs the 
interlinkages between culture and nature. In fact, it has been established that the 
diversity itself involves both the living forms and the worldviews and cosmologies that 
give meanings to life. Moreover, nature and culture evolve on many levels that span 
values, beliefs, and norms to practices, knowledge, and languages. In the sense of 
belonging of this study to the people, it offers another dimension to the realm of 
biodiversity conservation from the perspective of indigenous knowledge of Bajau and 
Dusun people in Kota Belud, Sabah. It provides insights how manifestation of 
indigenous knowledge of Bajau and Dusun people through culture, wisdom and 
beliefs shapes the environment and resource use. The interdisciplinary position 
between anthropology (culture and indigenous knowledge) and biodiversity 
conservation is able to reach a holistic understanding on interactions of humans and 
environment. The findings of the study will contribute to the general literature by 
informing the changes of indigenous practices, the modes of transfer of indigenous 
and the documentation of indigenous knowledge among Bajau and Dusun people in 
Kota Belud, SabahIn essence, the findings of this study will redound to various 
stakeholders in biodiversity conservation such as the Bajau and Dusun communities, 
policy makers and non-governmental organisations that share the common grounds.  

 

1.9 Scope of the study  
 

Indigenous knowledge stands as one body of knowledge. It encompasses variety of 
aspects including language, naming and classification systems, resource use and 
practices, belief and spirituality, and worldview. The primary focus of this study was 
on the practices that pertain to biodiversity conservation – traditional hunting, 
traditional farming, tagal system, and traditional medicine. This study involved 
informants of two main ethnic groups in Kota Belud in Sabah – Bajau and Dusun. All 
informants chosen were elderly individuals as they were perceived to hold more 
knowledge and experiences.  
 

This study focused on the knowledge systems of indigenous peoples in Sabah. The 
informants in this study comprise of Bajau and Dusun ethnics located in Kota Belud 
Sabah. Kota Belud was chosen as study site for its various ethnic groups’ composition 
and from the background study, the indigenous knowledge is still being practiced in 
some parts of the locations.  
 

This study required information how the practices in traditional hunting, traditional 
farming, water management, and traditional medicine can help in biodiversity 
conservation and the principle behind each practice. In concluding the implication of 
indigenous knowledge towards biodiversity conservation, three main aspects will be 
investigated: i) the indigenous practices in agriculture, medicine, natural resource 
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management (hunting, fishing), and culture; ii) the approaches of knowledge transfer; 
and iii) the acceptance of knowledge documentation among indigenous peoples.  
 

In collecting the primary data, this study fully employed interpretive paradigm through 
qualitative method. The data collection strategies used were focus group discussion 
(FGD), interviews and observation to answer the proposed research questions. The 
informants chosen must comply the inclusion and exclusion criteria regulated by the 
researcher to ensure the validity, reliability and soundness of data.  
 
 

1.10 Conclusion  
 

Indigenous knowledge can be a tool in biodiversity conservation efforts. This can be 
achieved through means of knowledge documentation and knowledge integration 
among the indigenous peoples. The participation of indigenous peoples in 
environment can improve their livelihood and simultaneously uplift their status as 
marginalised community. In general, this chapter reveals the background of the study 
pertaining to the concept of indigenous knowledge and the need to execute this study. 
The next chapter will discuss on the literatures from various sources including 
textbooks, journal articles, and reports based on relevant themes 
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