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After the early development of North Borneo’s indigenous societies, the territory

increasingly came into contact with larger maritime powers in the wider

Borneo–Sulu–Mindanao world. Among the most important was Brunei, whose official

historical background describes Brunei civilisation as more than 1,500 years old and

states that, at its height, the Brunei Empire covered vast areas of Borneo, the Sulu

archipelago, and parts of Mindanao. Encyclopaedia Britannica similarly notes that

when Magellan’s expedition reached Brunei in 1521, the Brunei ruler controlled

practically the whole of Borneo, the Sulu Archipelago, and neighbouring islands.

This regional influence should not be understood in strictly modern territorial terms. In

the pre-colonial maritime world, authority was often linked to ports, river systems,

tribute relations, trading routes, and local alliances rather than to fixed borders of the

kind imposed later under colonial rule. That broader pattern is reflected in historical

descriptions of “confusion of suzerainty” in North Borneo and in scholarship describing

the Sulu Zone as a connected regional world shaped by trade, mobility, and

overlapping alignments. This is partly an inference from those sources, but it is a well-

supported one.

Sulu was also an important regional power, especially in the eastern maritime sphere

connected to North Borneo. Britannica describes the Sulu Archipelago as a “meeting

ground” for sea traders, with extensive regional contacts, while James Francis

Warren’s scholarship describes the Sulu Zone as a multi-ethnic regional economy

centred on a strong sultanate and linked to wider Asian and global trade. This helps

explain why Sulu influence in relation to North Borneo is best understood as part of a
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maritime and commercial network rather than as simple, uniform control over the

whole territory.

The relationship between Brunei and Sulu in relation to North Borneo remains one of

the most debated issues in the region’s history. Some reference works, including

Britannica, repeat the view that Brunei transferred claims over much of northeastern

Borneo to Sulu in the early 1700s, and Leigh R. Wright’s 1966 article records that

claim as part of the later dispute. At the same time, Wright also cautioned that “the

Sulu claim itself is suspect,” while official Brunei background material presents

Brunei’s own historical tradition as one of long imperial reach across Borneo and the

Sulu world, rather than as a narrative centred on a permanent surrender of North

Borneo to Sulu. For that reason, the alleged Brunei-to-Sulu transfer is better presented

as a disputed historical claim than as a settled and uncontested fact.

By the nineteenth century, North Borneo was a region of overlapping claims and

uneven influence. Britannica notes local resistance to Brunei or Sulu influence, coastal

raiding, and “confusion of suzerainty,” while Wright records that in December 1877 the

Sultan of Brunei granted North Borneo to von Overbeck and Dent, and that in January

1878 the Sultan of Sulu granted a portion of North Borneo which he claimed to the

same syndicate. The fact that separate instruments were obtained from both Brunei

and Sulu shows that the status of North Borneo was already being represented through

competing and overlapping claims before the formal establishment of chartered

company rule.

In summary, Brunei and Sulu both formed part of the wider historical setting of North

Borneo, but their roles should be described carefully. Brunei was the older and larger

regional polity with deep historical reach across northern Borneo, while Sulu

developed important maritime influence, especially in the eastern sea world connected

to the northeast coast. The history of North Borneo in this period is therefore better

understood as a complex regional history shaped by indigenous societies, trade,

maritime power, and later competing claims, rather than as a simple and uncontested

transfer from one ruler to another.
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Historical Note

This section is intended as a concise public history summary. Where the historical

record contains competing interpretations, the wording distinguishes between official

historical background, standard reference accounts, and scholarly caution. Detailed

legal and constitutional arguments are addressed separately in other sections of this

website.

Sources

Brunei Information Department, Media Backgrounder (2022).

Encyclopaedia Britannica, History of Brunei.

Encyclopaedia Britannica, Malaysia: Malaya and northern Borneo under British

control. 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, Sulu Archipelago.

Leigh R. Wright, Historical Notes on the North Borneo Dispute.

James F. Warren, The Sulu Zone, the World Capitalist Economy and the Historical

Imagination.

Source: https://www.rsnbgie.com/history/brunei-sulu-and-regional-influence

Republic of Sabah North Borneo Government-in-Exile · rsnbgie.com Page 3

https://www.rsnbgie.com/history/brunei-sulu-and-regional-influence

