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A NATIVE RESERVE IN GOVUTON1

In the late 1950s local leaders in Govuton, a village in the highlands of North
Borneo, mobilized to protect their communally-owned village lands. These
lands included areas used for subsistence and commercial agriculture and
forested areas which the village traditionally used for hunting and gathering
forest resources. Used by villagers for centuries, these lands and forests not
only had material importance in daily life, but also symbolic importance in
village folklore and ritual life. Rather than requesting private title to lands
that each family could rightfully claim under the 1953 Land Laws, leaders in
Govuton turned to a little-used section of the Land Laws under which com-
munal titles could be issued to villages, for "lands held for the common use
and benefit of natives." The Land Laws called these communal titles Native
Reserves.

This article explores the history of colonial law in North Borneo and illus-
trates how the proliferation of legal systems had different impacts in different
contexts. In the early days of colonial rule, state recognition of customary
laws, coupled with the imposition of Western legal principles, imposed state
power over local society by marginalizing "natives" from economic changes
occurring throughout the territory. In contrast, the case study of the Native
Reserve in Govuton illustrates how local leaders were at times able to co-opt
state definitions of native customary laws to maintain local control over tradi-
tional lands. In this context, legal pluralism was a mechanism of local auton-
omy. However, while colonial recognition of customary laws provided
Govuton with increased autonomy at one time, today local people feel
trapped by the customary laws that once again appear to marginalize them
from economic changes occurring elsewhere in the state.


