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ABSTRACT
Persistence amid Transition:

The Views of Malay Students in America
on Ethnic Identity and Religious Change
in the Context of Malay History and Culture
Philip Matanick

The Malay people of Malaysia have had a Christian witness
for centuries, and yet remain resistant to Christian
evangelization efforts. This study seeks to understand why this
is so, by presenting a profile of the Malays. The thesis is that
the Malays have been historically, culturally, and religiously
conditioned to be resistant to Christian overtures. This is
defended through three prongs: historical investigation, religio-
cultural analysis, and an empirical study of modern Malay
university students in the United States.

The first prong, that of the historical investigation,
demonstrates that the successive colonization of Malaya by
Western nations that identified themselves as Christian, coupled
with the Christian missions’ close association with the colonial
administrations, their implication in policies seen by the Malays
as detrimental to the Malays, and their neglect of the Malay

people have led to a Malay antagonism against and fierce



resistance to Christianity.

The second prong, the religio-cultural study, analyses the
relationship between Malay ethnic identity and normative Islam.
A strong attachment to Islam coalesces with an exclusivistic
Malay ethnic identity to make the Malays see Christianity as
foreign to who they are as a people. The fact that Malays get
their personal identity from the group militates against
individual Malays breaking the social and religious barrier to
considering Christianity as a viable option.

The third prong of the study entails the findings of
interviews of Malay university students in the United States.
The information adds to the preceding by giving a firsthand
account of what Malays believe about Islam and how they practice
it. It also shows their understanding of Islam’s relation to the
state, and their view of their Malay identity in relation to
Islam and other religions, especially Christianity.

The interviews also test whether Malay international
students display the openness to religious innovation that is
typical of many internationals, and whether their exposure to
American culture over time causes them to change their views on
Christianity. We discover that the Malays in the United States
retreat into a Malay ethnic enclave mentality that prohibits free

inquiry and causes them to maintain their allegiance to Islam.



In some cases, moreover, the relative lack of external, societal
pressure to conform to Islam leads them to internalize their
faith, and thus become more personally committed to Islam.

The study concludes by noting that the rapidly changing
Malay society is shattering traditional lifestyles and strong
kinship ties, potentially weakening the societal barriers to
receptivity to Christianity. In addition, we conclude that
Malays overall have never been the object of concerted and
thoughtful evangelization efforts, and that Malays do respond
favorably to Christian gestures of kindness. Finally, a massive
prayer movement is mobilizing to effect the evangelization of
Malays. Knowledgeable, selfless, cross-ethnic and cross-cultural
witnesses, empowered by God, are needed to bring a clear picture

of Jesus Christ to the Malays.

Advisor: Dr. A.H. Mathias Zahniser
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INTRODUCTION
Overview of the Study
"The biggest sin is to convert from Islam to another
religion. If you convert you are no longer Malay."
--A female Malay University of Kentucky
senior, September, 1992

Stunned, Jim hung up the phone. Observing her husband's
crestfallen countenance, Meg hurriedly responded with "What is
it? What's the matter?" Jim, still dumbfounded from his recent
conversation, eventually managed a lifeless "It's Ismail® .

He no longer wants to be a Christian."

"What do you mean?" Meg shot back incredulously. "Ismail's
been so faithful, so committed. I don't understand." Jim then
carefully related his painful conversation with Ismail, their
long-time friend.

Ismail is a Malay young man who came to the United States to
earn a degree in computer science from a large midwestern
university, at which there were nearly one hundred other Malays.
In one of his classes during his first semester he had met Jim
Lapham, an American computer programmer who was going back to
school for a masters degree.

Jim befriended Ismail and in time invited him to go on a
family outing at a state park. 1Ismail was hesitant, but their
mutual interest in computers led him to accept. Besides, Ismail
didn't want to offend Jim, especially since Jim had helped Ismail
with a major assignment.

The Laphams' unpretentious kindness proved disarming. On

1a11 Malay student names are pseudonymous.



another occasion, Ismail joined the Laphams for dinner, and
eventually became a regular visitor in their home.

Ismail's friends cautioned him against his increasing
involvement with Christians.? Being a loner by nature, Ismail
never completely fit in with his fellow Malays. Perhaps it was
the fact that he was not particularly sociable within his own
culture that gave him the freedom to step beyond the confines of
his group.

At any rate, Ismail was immediately struck by the moral
character of his American friends. Furthermore, they prayed
often and naturally, and spoke of God in personal terms.

The Laphams were not pushy. In fact, it was Ismail who
suggested that he would like to attend church with them. To the
Laphams, Ismail's immediate positive response was as heartening
as it was surprising. He felt drawn by the loving warmth of the
people, and, above all, loved the music.

In a matter of weeks, after lengthy discussions with Jim,
Ismail prayed to accept Jesus' death on the cross as a sacrifice
for his sin, thus becoming a Christian. It was then that trouble
hit. Ismail's Malay companions, long suspicious of his
involvement with the Lapham family, had begun to monitor his
activities. When they discovered a pattern of Sunday morning
outings, they confronted Ismail, demanding an explanation.

Scared, Ismail denied any connection with the church, insisting

2Phe Laphams are, in fact, committed Christians. Yet, to
the undiscerning Malay student, all Americans who don't
expressly identify themselves with another religion are
Christians.
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that he had been merely going for long walks. When the truth was

confirmed that Ismail had indeed been attending church, he
vehemently denied having become a Christian, stating instead that
he was going to learn, so that he could better understand
Christianity in order to counter it more effectively.

Ismail's compatriots didn't buy his story. An imam was
called in to reason with him. When this didn't work, Ismail was
threatened with physical and spiritual harm if he ever again met
with the Laphams or went to church.

Fearing for his safety, Ismail moved in with the Laphams.
He went to the university only when escorted by a church menber.
For the next several weeks, he immersed himself in church life,
attending whenever possible, and methodically working through a
Bible study course.

Ismail's testimony to experiencing God in an intimacy
unknown in Islam, and his commitment to Bible study, were
thrilling to Jim and Meg, who prayed with and for him daily.
Moreover, the Laphams felt that their friendship with Ismail had
matured to the point of mutual trust, openness, and honesty.

Then the incomprehensible happened. Jim and Meg came home
from work one day to find Ismail and all of his possessions gone.
He had moved out without saying a word. None of the Malays would
respond to Jim's inquiries. Furthermore, Ismail was nowhere to
be seen on campus. Two weeks went by without a trace. It was as
if Ismail had vanished.

Then came the phone call. On hearing Ismail's voice, Jim

was both relieved and apprehensive. 1Ismail sheepishly apologized
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for his leaving unannounced, and then related that he had wanted

to call, but was only now completely alone so that they could
have this forbidden conversation.

In short, Ismail stated that he could no longer be a
Christian. As a Malay, he was born to be a Muslim. He couldn't
betray his family and his people. Also, he could no longer stand
the isolation. Even Ismail, loner that he was, couldn't
withstand the social ostracism. Besides, he couldn't face the
likelihood that his scholarship would be rescinded and he would
be sent back to Malaysia in shame. The cost was too great.

Breathing a hasty prayer that he'd say the right thing in
what could well be his last conversation with his friend, Jim
urged Ismail to consider the eternal perspective. He reminded
Ismail of the reality of his experience with Christ, and the fact
that he had witnessed the power of prayer in Jesus' name and had
experienced Christian love. Ismail conceded the above, but
countered that it was not right for him to be a Christian. He
thanked Jim for his kindness, and concluded with regrets that
they could never meet again. Stunned, Jim hung up the phone.

Ismail was one of over 400,000 international students
enrolled in colleges and universities in the United States.
Studies of such students reveal that most report a desire for
American friendships (Altbach and Wang 1989:150). The findings
suggest that contact with Americans helps international students
become more flexible in their thinking and more open to
innovation (Kelman 1962:270, Niyekewa-Howard 1970:72, Sharma and

Jung 1985:38, and Hamid 1979:270). Moreover, through a



generalization of affect, students with a positive view of
Americans reported favorable attitudes toward American religious
practices, whether or not they had any direct exposure to them
(Salter and Teger 1975:221).

While they generally desire American friendships, many
internationals find it difficult, though, to befriend Americans
(Meloni 1986:4), or to gain acceptance by them, resulting in the
formation of ethnic enclaves for mutual support (Spaulding and
Flack 1976:75).

Regarding change in religious perspective of international
students, basic cultural and religious values prove the most
resistant to change (Spaulding and Flack 1976:35). Still,
international students typically experience some relaxation of
religious commitment while in the United States (Kedem and Bar-
Lev 1983:387, Coelho 1972:74). Furthermore, many develop a
greater tolerance for religious traditions other than their own
(Salter and Teger 1975:218, Hull 1978:143). Religious innovation
is most likely in students who are isolated from their co-
religionist friends (Lofland and Stark 1965:872). In addition,
Matheny (1981:5-6) observed that Muslims (as are all people) in
times of transition are far more receptive to religious
innovation than are those not in a state of transition.

Muslim students in the U.S., in contrast, through exposure
to an array of orthodox Muslims and Muslim student organizations,
more often than not develop an enhanced religious identity
(Haddad and Lummis 1987:22, Poston 1991:126). Focusing on Malay

students specifically, Von der Mehden (1987:185) states that



Malay students in the United States frequently become more
committed to Islam.

With this in mind, do Malay students fit the description of
the typical international student? Do they seek American
friendships? Do they become more tolerant of other religious
perspectives and more inclined to religious experimentation?
Conversely, do Malays fall into the category of those Muslim
students whose overseas sojourn leads to a greater commitment to
Islam? Do Malay students in the United States experience the
general international student phenomenon of a loosening of the
reigns of tradition, or do they pull more tightly inward into a
more rigorous and entrenched Islam? Was Ismail's openness to
Christianity typical of many Malay international students, or was
his ultimate refusal to break with Islam indicative of a
persistence of Malay ethnic and religious identity that is
stronger than the pull toward innovation commonly experienced by
international students?

My interest in these questions is more than academic. For
the past nine years I have taught English as a second language to
international students. Four of those years were in Malaysia,
where I taught Malay Muslims, and where my family and I lived
with and befriended Malay neighbors.

Malaysia itself has a strong church, but the Malays
themselves remain unevangelized. In fact, informed sources
indicate that among the 22 million Malays worldwide there is no
visible Malay church. Isolated individual converts either revert

back to Islam or assimilate into Western-style, English speaking
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churches, completely out of touch with their families and former

Malay communities.

Christianization of the Malays has been attempted since the
16th century, and Christian contact with the Malay peoples almost
certainly dates back to several centuries earlier.’ As a matter
of fact, Malay was one of the first non-European languages to
have the Christian Bible.’ How then do we account for the fact

that we have so little to show for all of this?

Definiti ¢ K T
Before we go any further, we need to distinguish between the

following important terms:
Malay - This is a term for a particular people group of which

there are an estimated 22 million worldwide. The dominant
group in Malaysia, they also comprise substantial
percentages of the populations of Indonesia, southern
Thailand, and Singapore.

In 2500 B.C. Malays began migrating to what is now Malaysia.
Though Malays are not the original inhabitants of the area,
the Malaysian government considers them, along with the
aborigines, to be bumiputera (children of the soil),
connoting a close attachment with the land and indigeneity.
Since their early arrival, they have always been the
predominant people group of the region, and prior to the
large-scale immigration of Chinese and Indians in the 19th
century, they were the overwhelming majority of the

’Nestorian Christians from Persia made their way to the
Straits of Melaka as early as the 7th century, and there may have
been Christians among a trading community on the Malay Peninsula
at that time (Roxborogh 1989:4). Later, Catholic priests and
diplomats traveled through the Straits of Melaka on their way to
China (Dodsworth 1928:9). Also, Armenian Christian traders from
what is now Turkey lived in Melaka during the Melaka Sultanate of
the 15th century (Roxborogh 1989:4).

‘The first Malay Gospel, printed in 1629, is significant as
the earliest example of translation and printing for evangelistic
purposes of a portion of the Bible in a non-European language.
The Malay New Testament was completed in 1668, and the entire
Bible was translated into Malay in 1733 (Nida 1972:269).
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population. The Malays are virtually all Muslims, while few
of the other Malaysian peoples have adopted Islam.
Malay also refers to the language spoken by the Malay

people.

Malaya - The peninsula just south of Thailand as it was called
prior to 1963 when it joined with Singapore and the
territories of Sarawak and Sabah to become Malaysia.
(Singapore withdrew in 1965 to become a separate country.)

Malayan - Of or pertaining to the territory of Malaya. It is
also used as a generic adjective to describe the people
who lived in Malaya, without distinguishing between the
various ethnic groups, whether Malays, Chinese, Indians,
or aboriginals.

Malaysia - The name of the country which includes the peninsula
between Thailand and Singapore, and the large states of

Sabah (previously known as British North Borneo) and

Sarawak on the northern part of the Island of Borneo.

Sabah and Ssarawak are commonly referred to as East Malaysia,
in distinction from West Malaysia or peninsular Malaysia.
What is now included in Malaysia was gradually taken over by
the British between 1824 (when the Anglo-Dutch Treaty
demarcated the boundaries between British and Dutch
holdings) and 1914 (when the last remaining Malay state
granted British sovereignty). Prior to its independence
from England, the peninsula was known as Malaya. In 1957

the peninsula became an independent country within the
British Commonwealth, known as the Federation of Malaya.
With the 1963 incorporation of Singapore and the territories
of Sarawak and British North Borneo (renamed Sabah), the
whole became known as Malaysia. Singapore withdrew in 1965
to become a separate nation.

Singapore - An island of 225 square miles and approximately 2.8
million people just off the southern tip of peninsular
Malaysia, to which it is connected by a causeway. In 1826
it joined with Penang and Melaka to form the Straits
Settlements (Penang, Melaka, and Singapore are ports along
the Straits of Melaka), which later became part of the whole
colony of British Malaya. In 1955 Singapore became a self-
governing territory within the British Commonwealth. It was
part of Malaysia from 1963 to 1965. Singapore is now an
independent country, a sort of Greek-style city-state.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to provide a profile of the



Malaysian Malays® as an unreached people group, with special
attention given to Malay university students in the United
States. It is my hope that this information will result in more
understanding and therefore more intelligent and thoughtful
approaches to the Malays. My thesis is that the Malays have been
historically, culturally, and religiously conditioned to be
extremely resistant to gospel presentations. I attempt to defend
this thesis through three prongs: historical investigation,
religio-cultural analysis, and an empirical study of modern Malay
university students in the United States.

The first prong, that of the historical investigation, lends
authenticity to the problematic nature of Malay evangelism. The
current thinking of Malays regarding Christianity has been shaped
by centuries of interaction with Western Christian colonial
domination and the presence of numerous Christian missions. It
is unthinkable to discuss intelligently the question of Malay
evangelism without a consideration of the enduring influence of
the previous centuries of Muslim-Christian relations in Malaysia.

The historical study is an account of the history of the
Christian influence on the Malays. Of special interest are
policies and actions that have affected the Malays' views of
Christianity. Numerous works exist on Christian mission in
Malaysia, but none treat the subject of Christian influence on
the Malays specifically as thoroughly as is accomplished here.

The study also evaluates Christian mission efforts specifically

*Malaysia itself has 10 million Malays (Johnstone 1993:365).
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regarding Malay evangelism, another area of rather limited
research to date.

After a brief look at pre-Muslim influences in Malaya, I
investigate the influence on Malays of the successive Portuguese,
Dutch, and British occupations of Malaya. Emphasis is placed on
the British occupation, as it was the only one not limited to
coastal ports of entry, and with a large Western immigrant
population. The historical study concludes with the advent of
Malaysian Independence in 1957.

The British colonial study focuses first on the British
themselves, and then on British policies, with a view toward
Western/Christian-Malay relations. The historical investigation
concludes with a look at the six major mission thrusts in Malaya
that were established before the 20th century. These are the
Roman Catholic Church (from 1511), the Anglican Church (from
1809), the London Missionary Society (from 1815), the Christian
Brethren (from 1860), the Presbyterian Church (from 1881), and
the Methodist Church (from 1885). The only other pre-20th
century mission, the Basel Mission, is excluded because of its
comparatively small size, and because it was confined to the
Island of Borneo. Apart from the London Missionary Society, the
six mission thrusts represent Christian denominations which
remain among the largest and most influential in Malaysia. The
Catholic Church, the Methodist Church, and the Anglican Church
are the largest Christian organizations in Malaysia even today.

The mission studies are brief accounts, covering only those
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individuals who engaged in evangelistic efforts among Malays, and
any action by each particular mission or church that may have
positively or adversely affected Christian-Malay relations.

As with the more comprehensive historical study, the study
of Christian-Muslim relations does not include post-independence
Malaysia. This places an admittedly large limitation on the
analysis, for much has transpired in the Malaysian church in the
nearly four decades since independence. It is simply beyond the
scope of this project to delve into the ever-multiplying kinds of
churches and sects in Malaysia. Moreover, the work of those
currently interested in Malay evangelism and the position of
Malay converts and would-be converts would be jeopardized by
specific references.

My hypothesis for the historical study is that the
successive colonization of Malaya by Western nations that
identified themselves as Christian, coupled with the Christian
missions' close association with the colonial administrations,
their implication in policies seen by the Malays as detrimental
to Malays, and their neglect of the Malay people have led to a
Malay antagonism against and fierce resistance to Christianity.

A note of hope for current evangelistic endeavors is that we will
discover, I believe, that a caring, long-term Christian witness
has never been demonstrated on behalf of the Malays. Malays have
not so much rejected Christ as they have a negative Christian
legacy.

The second prong of the investigation involves a religio-
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cultural analysis of the Malays. This analysis overlaps the
historical chapter in that it traces the development of Malay
identity through time. The Malays have inhabited the Malay
Peninsula for more than two millennia. Islam did not become a
strong presence, though, until the 15th century. Centuries of
Malay tradition evolved into a complex code of customary law,
including an amalgamation of Hindu and primal religious
practices. Orthodox Islam had much to contend with in its
gradual and peaceful spread throughout the Peninsula. The
tension between Malay ethnic identity and universal or normative
Islam is a recurring theme among those who study the Malays.
What is the basis for Malay identity? What is the relationship
between Malay ethnic identity--the tightly controlled, close knit
Malay society--and universal Islam--Malay adherence to the
Islamic religion that goes beyond exclusivistic Malay concerns.
Has Islam become so much a part of "Malayness" that Malay
religion and culture are synonymous?

My hypothesis here is that a strong attachment to Islam
coalesces with and reinforces an even stronger exclusivistic
Malay ethnic identity to make Malays see Christianity as
completely foreign to who they are as a people. I believe we
find the Malays in a defensive posture, guarding their unique
identity against numerous pressures to lose it, and employing
Islam as a symbol of Malayness against a plurality of competing
ethnic and religious groups. New possibilities for Christianity

to gain a hearing are arising, though, in that rapid urbanization
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and technological development are causing unprecedented social
upheaval and a concomitant deterioration of traditional social
ties, resulting in a hitherto unknown sense of anomie.

The third prong of the study entails the findings of an
interview of Malay university students in the United States. The
interview data corroborate and add to the findings of the
foregoing chapters. The information provides a first-hand
profile of what Malay students (and where possible through
generalization, Malays as a whole) believe, how they practice
Islam, their view of Islam's relation to the state, their view of
their Malay identity in relation to Islam and other religions,
especially Christianity. The interview data not only give a
picture of Malay university students, but also add much to our
understanding of where Malaysia and Malay Islam is headed. Thus,
it helps us know what we will face in efforts to befriend and
evangelize Malay international students, but it also adds clarity
to th2 whole Malay Muslim landscape, enabling us to anticipate
better the climate of Malay-Christian relations in Malaysia.

Malay international students are, admittedly, not
representative of the whole of Malay society. Thus, we will need
to proceed with caution when suggesting generalizations for all
Malays from the interview data. Yet, unlike other Asians in the
U.S., Malay international students are not an elitist group drawn
from the upper echelons of the socioeconomic pool. The Malay
students in the U.S. are Malaysian government scholarship

students intentionally selected from all geographical regions and
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economic levels of Malay society in order to raise the overall
educational achievement of Malays relative to the other people
groups in Malaysia. Those chosen for overseas education do have
a higher than average secondary school academic record (to ensure
they have a decent chance of academic success in the United
States), but they are by no means all from well-to-do families or
the shining stars of the Malaysian education system. Thus, they
are, in fact, representative of a large cross-section of Malay
society.

Where they are not representative is in their age group. As
we will observe, Malay Islam is often divided along generational
lines, with the younger generation being less committed to a
primal religious worldview. On the other hand, the typically
heightened receptivity of persons in times of transition and of
international students in the United States make Malay
international students a key subgroup to investigate from a
missioclogical perspective. If it can be demonstrated that this
population is more open to religious innovation, and yet remains
resistant to Christian witness, it can reinforce the notion that
Malays as a people are in fact resistant.

Yet, I believe we will discover that various religious and
cultural factors will emerge that reveal that Malay
internationals do not exhibit the openness to change that is
common among international students as a whole. Therefore, we
may need to be all the more tentative about assuming that gospel

resistance in Malay internationals necessarily means at least the
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same level of resistance at home. If it turns out that Malay
international students are basically closed to religious
innovation where their non-Malay co-international counterparts
are open to change, an exploration of the reasons for this
finding should reveal much about cultural and societal factors
that shape the Malays. This, in turn, may provide insights as to
how we may most effectively break down barriers to hearing and
understanding the gospel message.

Moreover, Malay international students are a legitimate and
important unreached people block in their own right. One reason
for this is that they are disproportionately influential in
Malaysia upon their return. With this in mind, the student
interviews are also designed to note any changes that may occur
in them during their two-year sojourn, and to see if their
foreign stay influences their receptivity to the gospel.
Consequently, we get a picture of who the students are and what
they believe, but we also discover insights into how American
Christians can make an impact on Malay students while they are in
the United States.

My hypothesis concerning Malay students' sojourn in the U.S.
is that due to previous Islamic indoctrination, continual Islamic
surveillance, and an exceedingly powerful ethnic enclave
mentality, Malay students overseas do not display the openness to
religious innovation that is typical of international students in
general. The hopeful element here is that gestures of

hospitality from non-threatening American Christians can alter
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the strongly negative Malay feelings about Christianity.

The three prongs will combine to paint a picture of where
the Malays have been, and where they are today, and provide some
insight into where they may be going in their receptivity to the
Christian message. A descriptive account of Malays is valid
missiologically only to the extent that the information will

result in more understanding and therefore more intelligent and

thoughtful approaches to the Malays. Thus, a concluding chapter
summarizes the factors causing Malays to be unreached, as well as
the present state of affairs of Malay Islam and ethnic identity,

and gives suggestions for approaches that may be the most

effective in presenting a loving witness to the Malays.



CHAPTER 1
Historical Conditioning, Part 1:
Pre-colonial Influences and the Colonials
"Europeans...contributed more than their share
to arousing tensions by their own actions"
--John Butcher
. ical 3 ] ] jitioni

Recently, I took a trip to Bybee Pottery outside of
Richmond, Kentucky. The potter took portions of clay from the
same lump and made objects as different as sturdy coffee mugs and
delicate flower vases. The flower vases and coffee mugs each
came from the same material and were fired in the same kiln; the
difference was in how the potter had shaped them - applying
pressure here, constricting there, expanding or pinching at some
other points. At the early stages the clay was pliable, the form
as yet undetermined and susceptible to any number of influences.
As the potter worked, his hands gradually shaped the clay until
it assumed a distinct form. 1In the case I watched, it was a
bowl. Eventually the bowl was baked so that its shape became
permanently fixed. The particular lump of clay I observed was
made by the forces acting on it to become a bowl. Likewise, the
coffee mugs were what they were because of a different set of
forces at different points.

To understand a people, it is essential to know what forces

have operated on them to shape them to become what they are
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today.” Hardened through the fires of time, they cannot easily

escape the force of those influences. Thus we begin our trek
through time’ to explore what has shaped or scripted® the Malays
to reject Christianity.
Ancient Hist

On August 31st, 1994, Malaysia celebrated just 37 years of
nationhood. Young, urbanizing and industrializing - Malaysia is
certainly this. But peel away the layer of modernity, and the
kaleidoscope of Malaysia's history unfolds with a cast of Malays,
Arabs, Indians, Portuguese, Dutch, Chinese, Ibans, English and
others. The legacy of the land abounds with ancient temples,
Portuguese fortresses, mosques, shrines, churches, native
blowpipes, Malay krisses, and British colonial buildings. It all
began unknown millennia ago.

Negrito aborigines inhabited the land as hunters and

gatherers. Around 2,500 B.C., the Proto-Malays spreading south

‘see Appendix A for a discussion of the literature
pertaining to the history and culture of the Malays and their
Southeast Asian context, particularly related to the colonial
period, and including Christian-~Malay relations.

It is not my intention to write a history of the Malays
Rather, I want to highlight the events that have affected
Christian-Malay relations and to evaluate Christian missions to
the Malays. At times a bare-bones sketch of events will suffice
to give the reader a historical context.

®I am indebted to Steve Clarke (1992:1) for introducing me
to the concept of a social script. As a society undergoes its
developmental stages, the shared feelings and responses of a
people form a social script which becomes a lasting and indelible
influence upon the national character and outlook. Furthermore,
the shared feelings and responses "are consequently re-enacted by
subsequent generations."
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from China made their way to the Malay Peninsula and the islands
beyond. Their stone implements were more sophisticated than
those of the Negritos. Being cultivators and sailors, they lived
a more settled life and eventually forced the Negritos into the
hills and jungles.

Around 300 B.C., a new wave of immigrants in turn pushed the
Proto-Malays inland. They were the Deutero-Malays, who had
learned to use iron weapons and tools. The Deutero-Malays and
the people from Java, Sumatra and other parts of Indonesia are
the ancestors of the modern Malays (Area Handbook for Malaysia
and_Singapore 1965:31).

Indian Influence

Through trade, the early inhabitants of the Malay Peninsula
were exposed to larger civilizations. Located at the convergence
of two major sea routes linking the great markets of India and
China, the peninsula was a hub of international commerce.

In fact, the sea was more of a highway than a barrier to the
exchange of peoples, goods, and ideas. The Straits of Melaka,
described as a "gullet . . . through which the foreigners' sea
and land traffic in either direction must pass" (Bunge and
Vreeland 1984:6), became the battlefield in the struggle for
power by indigenous rulers who established states on the western
Malayan and northern Sumatran coasts.

The early development of the Malay Peninsula illustrates the
workings of an international economic system a millennium and a

half before the Industrial Revolution and the advent of modern
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modes of communication. Early Indian texts refer to the
peninsula as the Land of Gold. 1India had long obtained gold from
Siberia. By the 1st century A.D., however, the aggressive
expansion of the Huns cut off the overland gold trade. An edict
of the Emperor Vespasian (A.D. 69-79) prohibiting gold exports
form the Roman Empire deprived the Indians of supplies from the
West. Thus, the Indians turned to the East, and most
particularly the Malay Peninsula, for their needs. By the 5th
century Malaya was also valued for its rich supplies of tin, for
which its alloys were in perennial demand in India to make
religious images.

Between the 4th and 6th centuries A.D., the growth of an
expansive trade network linking the Middle East, India, the Malay
Peninsula, the islands of the western Indonesian archipelago, and
China was stimulated by the further deterioration of conditions
in Central Asia and the closing of the overland trade routes,
Starting in the early 4th century, the Huns repeatedly invaded
Northern China, causing horrific devastation; but Chinese
dynasties were established south of the Yangtze River, and the
southern region experienced unprecedented prosperity (Bunge and
Vreeland 1984:8).

Such dynasties were forced to trade by sea for luxury goods
that had formerly come overland. Spices, aromatic woods, incense
and much more were initially obtained from the Arabian Peninsula
and then shipped along the Indian coast and through the Straits

of Melaka to Canton and other southern Chinese ports. Much of
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this Arabian trade was carried in Malay ships operated by Malay
sailors. Gradually, demand for the exotic goods of Arabia was
supplanted by that for substitutes obtained from the trees of the
Malay Peninsula, Sumatra and western Java. Small kingdoms
clustered around the Straits of Melaka and along the west and
east coasts of the peninsula served as control centers for the
transshipment of Arabian goods and as collection centers for
local goods, which were then sent to China.

Although the markets of southern China were of primary
importance for the entrepot states of the region of the Straits
of Melaka, it was India, rather than China, that provided the
main impetus for religious, cultural, and political developments.
Archaeological evidence of Indian influence on the peninsula
includes 4th century Sanskrit inscriptions found in Perai,
opposite the island of Penang, and an early Buddhist inscription
in slate found in Kedah (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:9).

It appears that over a long period of time, and in
increasing numbers, Indian merchants settled along the coasts,
marrying the daughters of local rulers. Indigenous Malay rulers
found Hindu concepts of kingship useful for the establishment of
stable regimes. They adopted the concept of the devaraja (god-
king), which depicted the ruler as the incarnation of a Hindu
god. Brahmin priests presided over an elaborate system of
ceremony and ritual in the royal court. The infusion of the
divine into the temporal gave a more stable foundation to the

creation of large and more powerful political units. Especially
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significant was the transition from the indigenous concept of the
ruler as a "first among equals" chosen by his contemporaries for
his superior prowess to the imported notion of hereditary
dynasties in which the throne was transmitted from father to son
(Lamb 1964:103-105).

The late 7th century gave rise to the powerful kingdom of
Srivijaya, which controlled passage through the straits and
dominated Malay-Indonesian trade until its disintegration in the
l4th century. Srivijaya refers to an assemblage of mainly
entrepot-type Indianized centers encompassing much of Sumatra and
Malaya, with its center in Palembang in southeast Sumatra (Area
Handbook for Malaysia and Singapore 1965:34-35).

Although masters of a commercial empire, Srvijaya's
maharajahs promoted their religious beliefs. Palembang was a
center of Buddhist studies for several centuries, boasting a
flourishing community of 1,000 monks (Bunge and Vreeland
1984:10). The city's renown as a center for Buddhist learning is
underscored by the fact that the Indian scholar Atisa, later
famous for a reformation of Buddhism in Tibet, studied at
Palembang under a master of the Tantric School, in the 11th
century (Lamb 1964:110)

Weakened by rival factions, the Srivijayan kingdom was
eventually absorbed in the end of the 14th century by the Hindu
Majapahit dynasty of the island of Java. Majapahit rulers,
believed to be either the incarnation of one of the Hindu

deities, or their descendants, kept many Shaivite priests as
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attendants in their palaces (Zainu'ddin 1970:50).

Majapahit dominance was short-lived, and by the 15th century
it had been replaced on the trade routes of the Melaka Straits by
the Melaka Sultanate. Never again would the Malays be ruled by
followers of Indian religions, yet, even today, this early Indian
influence can still be felt. The Malay language, so inseparable
from the Malay identity, contains many words borrowed from
Sanskrit. Traditional Malay wedding rites, challenged by Islamic
scholars, but dear to the hearts of many Malays, contain numerous
Hindu customs. The very Islam practiced by the Malays for
centuries has been a syncretistic amalgamation of primal spirit
religion, Hinduism’, and Islam. Hindu tantrism was much more
compatible with indigenous Malay spiritism than was Islam when it
arrived. "Between the primitive beliefs and practices of the
Malay and those of the Hindu there was much in common" (Windstedt
1951:27). Hindu religious ideas continued to permeate Malay
religious life long after Islam became the accepted religion of
the Malays.

In truth, Indian influence lasting a thousand years affected
every department of Malay life. The Indians brought the Malay
race a vocabulary of abstract terms like "religion," "asceticism"

and "fasting." Hinduism in Tantric form established the

*We acknowledge here that Hinduism consists of a
conglomeration of ancient religious tradition of such imprecise
perimeters as to cause some to question the adequacy of the very
term "Hinduism" (Knipe 1991:1-2). Nevertheless, a definable
pattern of beliefs has emerged, sufficient to warrant the use of
the term (see Knipe 1991:7-10).



24

importance of fasting long before Muslim traders reached the
Malayan archipelago (Winstedt 1951:28).

The Hindu religion shaped the Malay religious and personal
identity. Malay magic became developed under Hinduism. The
influence of Hindu tantrism predisposed the Malays towards Sufi
mysticism and away from Muslim orthodoxy. Hinduism fortified the
Malay shaman by corroborating the efficacy of trances. It taught
the shaman the discipline of meditation and a Sanskrit term
("tapa") for "ecstatic fervor" (Winstedt 1951:28). It taught the
Malays the breathing techniques and powers of concentration that
enabled the shamans to transport themselves anywhere. As
Muslims, the Malays often claimed to transport themselves to
distant places. An 18th-century ruler of Perak was said to have
visited Mecca every Friday and even brought back green figs as
proof of his journeys (Winstedt 1951:28).

Hindu incantations were introduced into Malay rituals and
the Sanskrit term "puja" came to mean the utterance of a pawang
or an expert in any art believed to need the use of magic. Some
Malays in east coast fishing villages still hold an annual "puja
pantai'" (roughly translated '"sacred utterance at the beach")
festival to mark the beginning of the fishing season. This
ceremony invokes the guardian spirits of the sea to protect the
fishermen and to grant them big catches (Hamid 1964:183).

Perhaps the concept that most influenced Malay practice vis-
a-vis Islam was the Indian notion of the devaraja, the god-king.

Under Islam, Malay leaders assumed the title "Sultan," but the
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title carried with it much of the semi-divine nature of the raja.
Sultans were given uncritical and unconditional loyalty. They
were the guardians of Malay adat (tradition/custom) as well as
the Muslim religious heads of their realms. With the sultans as
the unchallengeable heads of state, subjects had no choice but to
be Muslims. To challenge the sultan was to challenge the
divinely mandated natural order of reality. To attempt to remove
oneself from the protective sphere of the sultan and thus from
what was "Right," by veering from the accepted standards of adat
and/or religion was unthinkable. It would be tantamount to
making oneself a nonperson, a nonentity.

| la] ] 3t} luti E | 3 ;

"Malacca in its prime
The image of Malay renown framed in time"

--The opening lines of the preface of
the historical Malay ballad,
"Death of a Warrior"

The foundation of the Melakan empire is shrouded in an
inextricable mixture of fact and legend. What started as a
humble fishing village on a beach near the mouth of a river,
became the center of a Malay kingdom which eventually embraced an
empire receiving tribute from rulers on the peninsula and
neighboring islands. It would be difficult to overstate the
impact of historical Melaka on the Malay consciousness. Let us
review the legend of Melaka to see what it contributes to the
Malay identity to this day.

The founder of Melaka was a fugitive prince from Palembang

who was forced to flee his country. He is known in Malayan
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history as the "Parameswera," an honorific title he gave himself
meaning "Prince Consort." Through cunning and intrigue, he
escaped dangers on his way to what was to become Melaka (Sejarah
Melayu 1970:12). A delightful Malay story explains why the
Parameswera chose that spot to settle, and how it got its name:

Apparently he was leaning against a tree by the river
watching his hunting dogs holding at bay a pelandok, a tiny
mousedeer--the Brer Rabbit of Malay folk-tales--when it
suddenly kicked one of the aggressors into the water, an
incredible feat for such a small animal. The Parameswera
exclaimed, "This is a fine place for a city. It breeds
bravery; even its mousedeer are full of fight. Let us make

a settlement here." He asked his followers the name of the
tree against which he was resting. One answered that it was
the malaka tree. "We will call our town after it," declared

the Parameswera. (Miller 1966:27)

This event, the founding of Melaka in 1403, marks the beginning
of the solidifying of Malay power and unity.

The Parameswera negotiated with the powerful Ming Dynasty in
China to become a protectorate of China. This brought the
protection necessary for Melaka to develop into a prosperous
commercial center. The Portuguese who conquered Melaka confirmed
its importance and affluence. One of their chroniclers, Tome
Pires, wrote "Men cannot estimate the world of Malacca on account
of its greatness and profit" (Miller 1966:26). "No trading port
as large as Malacca is known, nor any where they deal in such
fine and highly prized merchandise" (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:14).
By the early 16th century, Melaka might have had a population of
as many as 100,000 persons, remarkable given its lack of
agricultural hinterland (rice had to be imported). Melaka's

relative size is put in perspective by noting that the
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populations of London and Paris at that time are each estimated
at just 50,000 persons (Needleman 1989:441; Partner 1976:77).
In his last years the Parameswera converted to Islam,
signified by his assumption of the name Iskandar Shah.® Bunge
and Vreeland (1984:14-15) maintain that the conversion was
politically motivated, for a marriage had concluded an alliance
with the northern Sumatran state of Pisai, whose ruler had
recently become a Muslim. The conversion promoted close ties
with Melaka's Indian and Arab trading partners. Yet, the
Parameswera's conversion was not merely a conversion of
convenience, for Iskandar Shah strongly encouraged Islam in
Melaka until his death in 1424 (Miller 1966:31). Indeed, he
invited Muslim missionaries and attempted to eradicate Hinduism.
Most of the neighboring states were Buddhist or Hindu-
Buddhist, and Iskandar Shah's successor, who took the Srivijayan
title of "Sri Maharaja," remained faithful to the old Indian
religions. Sri Maharaja's death in 1444 brought a succession
struggle, ending in the accession of Muzaffar Shah, a zealous
Muslim (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:15). He proclaimed Melaka a
Muslim state. Thenceforth Melaka's prosperity and expansion were
linked with the propagation of Islam throughout the region.

As to the question of the spread of Islam, it gained a

Tskandar Shah was the Islamic equivalent of Alexander the
Great, whose exploits figure largely in Muslim legends.
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foothold in Southeast Asia relatively late.'’ J.cC. van Leur
(1955:111) quoting other sources states that "there are allusions
to Arab settlements or colonies on the west coast of Sumatra as
early as A.D. 674, and that Arab tombstones dating from 1082 in
Java . . ." have been found. These provide evidence of the
existence of Arab settlements, but they do not provide certainty
as to whether or not any of the local inhabitants adopted Islam.
The earliest evidence for Islam on the Malay Peninsula is not
until the 14th century. "Apparently, Muslim Arab communities in
the region were neither numerous nor influential enough in the
early centuries to challenge the state Hindu-Buddhist cults or
the animistic beliefs of the common people" (Bunge and Vreeland
1984:15). Actually, it was not the Arabs, but Indian traders who
initially carried out the process of Islamization. These traders
came primarily to trade in the ports of the area. Although
religious conflict was an issue in some local succession
struggles, such as that which brought Muzaffar Shah to power,
overall, conversion was accomplished gradually and peacefully.
"The expansion of Islam in South-east Asia little resembled the
rapid advance of the religion, along with the Arab armies, in the
Middle East in the seventh century A.D." (Lamb 1964:111). For
lack of a centralized polity, Islam was spread by individuals.
Leur (1955:114) maintains that Islam was spread as a "missionary

community in the early christian sense." Its advance in the

'For a more complete history of Islam in the area, see
Coedes (1969), Winstedt (1935), and Leur (1955).
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Malay Peninsula was slow, emanating from Melaka. As the power of
Melaka expanded, so did its religious influence. 1In fact, Melaka
became the center for the study of Muslim theology for the entire
Indies.

The mystique of the newly formed Muslim state is enhanced by
tales of court life. Hinduized rituals for royal ceremonies were
perpetuated, and shrouded the ruler in an aura of sanctity.

The royal person became sacred and was treated accordingly.

He never walked, not outside the palace anyway. He was

either borne on an elephant with the Temenggong, Minister of

War, in front of him and another minister behind bearing the

Sword of State while swords- and spearmen walked along the

flanks and to the rear, or he was carried in a royal hammock

by major chiefs. On short distances, a slave bore the ruler
on his back. A court language, the bahasa dalam, language
inside the palace, was evolved especially for the rulers's
personal activities. For instance, he was never '"carried"
but "borne about on high;" he never ate but "regaled"

himself; he did not "sleep" but "reposed." (Miller 1966: 33)

The ceremonial rituals of the court were prescribed to the
smallest detail. No one could come into the presence of the
ruler uninvited. The colors, white and yellow, were exclusive to
royalty, as was the wearing of gold Jjewelry (Miller 1966:33).

The Melaka mystique is further increased by virtue of Melaka
being the locus of alleged miracles. Legend attributes numerous
miracles to the powerful Chinese Admiral Cheng-Ho on his visits
to Melaka in the early 15th century (Miller 1966:29). Healings,
miraculous turn of events, and magical objects are prevalent in
Melakan folklore. In Melaka, St. Francis Xavier reputedly raised
from the dead the only son of a devout woman (Coleridge

1872:513), and gave prophecies that were fulfilled in exact

detail (Coleridge 1872:512).
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Melaka is the fount of Malay patriotism and folklore. The
well-known Malay poet Usman Awang, in his poem "Jiwa Hamba" (The
Servile Spirit) writes: "On the remains of Malacca fort, we
inculcate the spirit of independence." Possibly no piece of
writing is more read in schools than the beloved Malay epic poen
"Death of a Warrior." This epic, which recounts the story of a
struggle between unconditional loyalty to the Sultan and
allegiance to justice, is significant to us here in that it is in
historic Melaka that heroic exploits take place. Brandishing a
magical kris, Hang Jebat, "warrior brave and daring," is able to
subdue hundreds.

The only major early Malay history is the lengthy Sejarah

Melayu (Malay Annals) commissioned to give a favorable account of

the Melakan Sultanate. Sejarah Melayu is one of the most
significant pieces of Malay literature ever produced. "As the

author was writing 'for the greater pleasure' of a Sultan of
Malacca, it is to be expected that his central theme would be, as
it is, the greatness of Malacca, its rulers and chiefs, and the
superiority of the 'men of Malacca' over all others" (Sejarah
Melayu 1970:%). Thus, in Sejarah Melayu we read of the "noble
character," "justice," " humaneness" and "handsomeness" of the
various rulers. In Melaka, every army or fleet is "in number
past counting;" every woman must be "of peerless beauty;" and
every man must be full of bravery and cunning.

Malay cunning, in fact, is one of the central themes of the

Malay Annals, as it is one of the self-perceived traits of Malay
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identity. 1In the Annals, repeatedly, the men of Melaka are too
clever for the foreigner. 1In China, Melakan envoys succeed by a
trick in doing what no Chinese could do, namely, see the face of
the Lord of Heaven (Sejarah Melayu 1970:118). 1In Java, so
successfully do the Melakans turn the tables on a foreign ruler
who had tried to make them look foolish that he has to admit
their superiority (p.109). Every encounter between Siam and
Melaka is a triumph for the quick wits of the Malays (pp.97,99),
and in Pahang the Sultan is so humiliated by the triumphs of
Melakan ingenuity that he abdicates in chagrin (pp.168-176).
"Even foreign missionaries of Islam look foolish when they
encounter Malays" (p.xii). More than once foreign Muslim
scholars have their theology corrected by their Malay pupils
(pp.93-94, 146,149,162).

A second major theme of Sejarah Melayu is, as mentioned, the
superiority of Malays to foreigners. Gentle digs on foreigners
characterize the whole work. In general, the work records the
stages in the advance of Melaka to prosperity and greatness, the
final description being that of Portuguese Viceroy of India,
Alphonso d' Albuquerque, who upon seeing the greatness of Melaka
"was seized with desire to possess it" (Sejarah Melayu 1970:151).

Melakan greatness made the Malay language the lingua franca

of the entire archipelago. Rich and versatile, Bahasa Malaysia

27he tiny pelanduk (mousedeer), already mentioned as the
Brer Rabbit of Malay folklore, is a ubiquitous symbol in
Malaysia. It is a symbol of Malay cunning against greater
opposing strength, the triumph of the underdog.
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(the Malay language) has been arguably the single biggest
contributor to Malay cohesiveness and identity. A prominent
British colonial governor, Frank Swettenham, (Clifford and
Swettenham 1894:ix) stated that "As a tongue which is capable of
expressing, with admirable terseness, the most minute shades of
difference between every physical action, and between many states
of feeling . . . Malay has few rivals." Large billboards
promoting the use of Malay dot the Kuala Lumpur landscape with
the words "Cintalah Bahasa Kita!" (We Love our Language!). The
Malay constitution even proclaims the habitual use of the Malay
language as one of the three distinguishing features of a Malay.

To reiterate, the Melaka Sultanate represents the pride of
the Malays. Malay historical writing has its roots in Melaka.
Along with this goes the pride of the Malays in their language.
Malay patriotism stems largely from Melakan heroism, including
prominently that of the fight against the Portuguese when they
invaded.

The Melakan Empire represents the beginning of the Malays
functioning as a unit, rallying together under a common banner.
In line with this, the Melakan Empire binds the coming of Islam
with Malay identity and Malay greatness. It is of great
significance to the Malays that the earlier Buddhist Srivijayan
Empire was founded in and emanated from what is now Indonesia,
while the flowering of Islam in the area grew from the soil of
the Malay Peninsula.

For over a century the Melakan Empire brought pride and
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prestige to the Malays as never before or since. "Much as
Europeans sought to emulate and recapture the glory of classical
Greece and Rome, Malay rulers through the succeeding centuries
sought to reflect and restore the magnificence of Melaka in its

golden age" (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:12).

As the 15th century was the Malays' Golden Age, it was also
Portugal's Age of Discovery. The Portuguese were eager to expand
their influence to the East for two reasons: a crusading spirit
against Muslims, and a desire for Asian spices.

Spices were the most important commodity in the trade
between Europe and Asia. The spice trade was so lucrative that
pepper, for example, bought in Asia for the equivalent of U.S.
$45 could be sold in European markets for U.S. $1,800 (Ridsdale
1985:30). Melaka was one of Portugal's targets as it was the
collecting point for spices from the Moluccas, also known as the
Spice Islands. "As the Portuguese writer Barbosa put it,
'Whoever is Lord in Melaka has his hand on the throat of Venice'"
(Ridsdale 1985:29).

In 1509 the Portuguese, headquartered in Goa, sent a
delegation to Melaka to seek permission to establish a trading
port. The excited locals, who had never seen Caucasians, called
them "Franks," the appellation commonly used to describe the
Christian crusaders by the Muslims during the Crusades.
Portuguese accounts (Bastin and Winks 1966:45) claim that the

Portuguese were not well-received, but were rebuffed by Malay
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forces backed by Indian Muslim traders. The Portuguese were
forced to flee, leaving behind 20 prisoners. This provided their
justification to return in force.

The Malay version gives qguite an opposite account. In the
Malay Annals (1970:151) we find Melaka's Chief Minister welcoming
the Portuguese commander with "robes of honor." The Portuguese,
to their discredit, return evil for good by attacking Melaka.

The ships forthwith opened fire with their cannon. And

the people of Malaka were bewildered and filled with fear at
the sound of the cannon, and they said, "What sound is this
like thunder?" And when presently the cannon balls began to
arrive and struck the people of Malaka, so that some had
their heads shot away, some their arms and some their legs,
the people of Malaka were more and more astonished to see
what manner of thing this artillery was, and they said,"
What may be this round weapon that is sharp enough to kill
us?" The next day the Franks landed two thousand men armed
with match-locks apart from a vast horde of sailors and
sepoys: and the men of Malaka under the leadership of Tun
Hasan Temenggong went out to repel them. And when they
encountered the Franks, battle was engaged, (the flashes of
fire from the cannon being like flashes of lightning in the
heaven) and the weapons falling like heavy rain. Then Tun
Hasan Temenggong and the men of Malaka charged; and the line
of the Franks was broken and they gave ground. Then the men
of Malaka charged again, and this time the Franks were
routed and fled to the waterside, pursued by the men of
Melaka. (Sejarah Melayu 1970:152)

As exaggerated as this account may be, in Malay folk-
history, the entrance of Christianity to Malay waters is marked
by cannonfire, resulting in the loss of Malay heads and arms and
legs. It is a bloody battle in which God provides victory
through the stalwart bravery of the innocent and wronged Malays.
Furthermore, Christianity is brought by "Franks,"--white
foreigners, crusading enemies. As cosmopolitan as Melaka was in

its prime, it had never been the home of Europeans.
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On May 2, 1511, Alphonso d' Albuquerque himself (the Portuguese
Viceroy of India) sailed for Melaka with 18 ships carrying 800
Portuguese and 300 Indian auxiliaries. Two months later the
fleet entered Melaka harbor. "D' Albuquerque added to the
impressive--and ominous--spectacle by firing salutes from every
ship and sounding all trumpets " (Miller 1966:43).
The Malay Annals give a detailed description of the ensuing
battle, beginning as follows:
The Franks engaged the men of Malaka in battle, and they
fired their cannon from the ships so that the cannon balls
came like rain. And the noise of the cannon was as the
noise of thunder in the heavens and the flashes of fire of
their guns were like flashes of lightning in the sky: and
the noise of their match-locks was like that of groundnuts
popping in the frying pan. (Sejarah Melayu 1970:162)
Meanwhile, Melaka's ruler, Sultan Ahmed, along with an
Islamic teacher, is on the front lines, perched on an elephant,
calmly studying the doctrine of the Unity of God "amid a hail of
bullets" (Sejarah Melayu 1970:162). Eventually, the Sultan's
teacher can take it no longer and cries out, "'Sultan, this is no
place to study the Unity of God, let us go home!' Sultan Ahmed
smiled and returned to the palace" (Sejarah Melayu 1970:162).
Here we see another great contrast between Islam and
Christianity. The representative Christian, d4' Albuquerque, who,
in fact, intended to crush Islam, starting with Melaka (Miller
1966:44-45), reigns bullets on the Islamic head, Sultan Ahmed,

who is peacefully preoccupied with higher spiritual

contemplations. (What could be more noble for a Muslim than the
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study of the Unity of God?) Concentrating on the lofty Muslim
views of God, the Sultan is composed and absolutely fearless.

When the Portuguese launched a ground attack, the Sultan
again mounted his elephant:

The Franks then fiercely engaged the men of Malaka in
battle and so vehement was their onslaught that the Malaka
line was broken, leaving the king on his elephant isolated.
And the king fought with the Franks pike to pike, and he was
wounded in the palm of his hand, saying "See this, Malays!"
And when they saw that Sultan Ahmed was wounded in the hand,
the war~-chiefs returned to the attack and fought the Franks.
(Sejarah Melayu 1970:163)

Such language as "the flashes of fire of their guns were
like flashes of lightning in the sky" and "the noise of the
cannon was as the noise of thunder" call to mind the words in the
United States national anthem "and the rockets red glare, the
bombs bursting in air," and evoke the same feelings of national
pride in the Malays as do the words of the "Star Spangled Banner"
in the hearts of many Americans.’® The key difference for our
purposes is that the aggressors in Melaka were Christians bent on
religious as well as military conquest.

The fort which the Portuguese built upon their eventual
capture of Melaka became a symbol of heroic Malay resistance,
much as the Alamo Mission is to Americans. The Malays who
defended Melaka are seen as freedom fighters. When the British

later destroyed most of the fort, a Malay chronicler lamented

this act of vandalism. "'The fort,' he wrote 'was the pride of

Throughout this work, I use the term "American" to refer
to citizens of the United States, and not to North, Central, and
South Americans in general.
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Malacca and after its destruction the place lost its glory, like
a woman bereaved of her husband, the lustre gone from her face'"
(quoted in Miller 1966:67). The ruins of the fort, which still
bear the fort's original Portuguese name A Famosa, The Famous,
are a popular Malay war memorial.

On August 24, 1511, Melaka was captured. The Sultan and his
followers fled to the interior. At the hands of Christians,
Melaka lost its independence, never to regain its days of glory.

" 3 5 ”" c

As the Christian flag was raised over the Sultan's palace,
d' Allbuquerque sent his troops six abreast through the streets,
killing indiscriminately (Miller 1966:45). "D' Albuquerque's son
recorded, 'Of the Moors, women and children there died by the
sword an infinite number for no quarter was given to any of
them'" (Miller 1966:45).

D' Albuquerque stayed for three months to set up an
administration and to supervise the construction of a fort near
where the mosque had stood along the seashore. A Famosa (The
Famous) was an impressive stone fortress; its outer stone wall
was eight feet thick and 20 feet high. A five-storied tower rose
by the sea, and two towers at the rear faced the countryside.
Huge cannons peered through embrasures on all positions.

A Portuguese city developed within the walls of Melaka. "No

less than nine churches raised their spires in the town" (Miller
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1966:47) . The Malays and other races lived outside. On the
hill which the fortress encompassed, and on which had stood the
palaces of the Melakan sultans, rose the most impressive church,
Our Lady of the Annunciation. To the Portuguese, the church
became an inspiring landmark. To the Malays, it was a symbol of
departed glory. Their mosque had been replaced by enemy
fortifications; their palace by a church.

To put things in the proper perspective, the Portuguese were
not the first Christians to arrive in the area. Nestorian
Christians, Catholic priests and diplomats, and Armenian
Christian traders had all preceded the guns of the Portuguese.
Christian traders had even inhabited Melaka during the Melaka
Sultanate of the 15th century (Roxborogh 1989:4). Undoubtedly,
the Muslim traders predominated in the commerce carried on
between the East and West, but there was a Christian
representation. As Crawford (1856:98) states: "It is probable
that Christian traders of Syria and Egypt frequented the
archipelago along with the Mohammedan, long before the arrival of
the Portuguese, and Ludonica Barthema, in his itinerary, alludes
to having met persons of this description; but no Christian

converts appear to have existed previous to the conquest of

“I'm reminded of the twinge of sadness I experienced as I
overlooked the town of Bethlehem and was struck by the number of
mosques and towering minarets. I knew in my mind that the
Muslims had a right to be there, but my emotions were telling me
that Jesus' birthplace belonged to Christians. My gut feelings
in Bethlehem give me some indication of the emotions that must
have been aroused in the Malays when they saw the seat of their
former Muslim empire littered with Christian churches.
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Albugquerque."

Can it be true that there were no Christian converts after
centuries of contact? The contrast between the Christian and
Muslim traders is interesting. Wherever the Muslim traders went,
Islam was planted. Christian traders had contact with the
Malays, but transmitted little or no religious influence. At
this point, attention should be called to the fact that Islam was
spread primarily not by trained religious specialists, but rather
through the efforts of the Muslim traders.

Christian Europe during the time of the Muslim trade
monopoly of the Melaka Sultanate was at the height of sacramental
institutionalism. Christians believed that the grace of Jesus
Christ was dispensed by the church through the sacraments. The
sole practitioners authorized to facilitate such dispensing of
grace were the ordained clergy. Entire populations were baptized
into the church, and individuals were believed to be linked to
Christ only through continual partaking of the sacraments. There
is much speculation as to the extent to which the average
European actually understood about Jesus and the Bible, or
personally experienced inner transformation resulting in a
changed moral character. The evidence suggests that many were
Christians only in the sense that they were baptized into the
jurisdiction of a particular bishopric (Latourette 1938:211).

Such state Christians brought with them a religion whose
rituals had to be performed on their behalf by a professional

clergy. The Muslims, in vivid contrast, with their five daily
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demonstrations of public prostration in prayer, were each visible
object lessons and advertisements for their faith. Moreover,
their lives, governed by Shari’ah Law, typically displayed a
higher moral caliber than did their Christian counterparts. To
reiterate, it was Islam, and not Christianity, that spread as a
"missionary community in the early Christian sense" (Leur
1955:114).

Tragically, the Portuguese lives bore no resemblance to the
Christ they claimed to represent. Their lifestyle was no more
endearing to the Malays than had been their initial conquest.

St. Francis Xavier, who visited Melaka three times en route to
destinations further east, was appalled by the drunkenness and
sexual immorality of the Portuguese (Coleridge 1872:349). He
also described them as full of "quarrels and enmities"™ (Coleridge
1872:391). With impunity, the Portuguese men raped the local
women, and took multiple concubines (Northcott 1991:49). Tome
Pires, a Portuguese chronicler who worked in Melaka after its
capture, described Portuguese Melaka as the "Babylon of the
Orient," and its Portuguese inhabitants as "voluptuous" and
"profligate" (Miller 1966:48). Bunge and Vreeland (1984:19)
describe the Portuguese rule as a "blend of piracy and
proselytization."

It is not that the Portuguese were irreligious. St. Francis
notes (Coleridge 1872:181-182) that the commandants gave great
assistance in the building of chapels, and that the Portuguese

were frequent attenders of the sacraments of confession and
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communion. The Portuguese religious works (often exhibited
ostentatiously, as in their parading of statues of the saints or
the Virgin Mary), coupled with their cruelty and ungodly example,
must have evoked in the Malays the worst imaginable associations
with Christianity. A Vicar of Melaka for 30 years was a
spineless man who curried the favor of the evil Don Alvaro
(Coleridge 1872:570) and "whose life was a scandal to religion"
(165) .

It would be inaccurate to suggest that the Portuguese were
all bad, or that the Christianity practiced was never more than
outward form. If it is true that the approach of the priests
wasn't the most contextualized (locals were taught Latin), it is
also true that Francis could proudly testify that most of the
priests were of godly piety and indefatigable in their labors
(Coleridge 1872:188). While Francis placed great emphasis on the
reciting of prayers and creeds (190), he also spoke of the need
for explanation, and not just rote memorization (391). While the
partaking of the Eucharist and the hearing of confessions was
stressed (190), Francis mentioned not just the "rules of
religion," but also the "cultivation of piety" (374).

Tirelessly, he sought to promote virtue and justice. Xavier and
a band of followers humbly and sacrificially cared for the sick
and dying in the midst of a plague (Coleridge 1872:510). Francis
himself seems to have been highly respected by the Muslim Malays
for his holy life, although Wong (1973:26) contests that Francis

displayed an open contempt for the Muslims.
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St. Francis Xavier's life and work is generally regarded as
the single bright light of positive Christian witness in the 130-
year Portuguese control of the Malay Peninsula. Most likely it
was that, but I submit that Xavier's conviction that the
Portuguese conguest and the advance of the church were
inseparably tied resulted in a grave misrepresentation of the
true nature of the church. The harm to the witness of Christ
caused by such a gross misrepresentation outweighs the good
caused by specific acts of charity and self-sacrifice.

Xavier saw himself as "an envoy of the great King of the
West" (Coleridge 1872:510). A contemporary of Francis, Faria y
Sousa (cited in Coleridge 1872:410), said of him that he "'was
not less zealous for the honour of our King than for the worship
of our God.'" Francis went so far as to say that the cause of
the Christian religion was "bound up in the East with the
prestige and power of Portugal" (Coleridge 1872:410).

A certain incident illustrates well Xavier's position.
During one of Francis' visits to Melaka, Melaka's bitter enemy,
the Achenese (Muslims from northern Sumatra), attacked Melaka,
burned all but a few of Melaka's ships, captured a few fishermen,
cut off their noses, ears, and heels, and "'sent them to the
Governor of Malacca with a letter written in their own blood,
wherein most proudly and insolently they provoked him to battle'"
(Faria y Sousa, cited in Coleridge 1872:409). The Portuguese
commander and his staff, with a small force and their ships in

disrepair, felt there was no choice but to accept the losses.
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Xavier, feeling the dishonor brought upon Portugal "'urged them
in some way or other to wipe out the injury'" (Faria y Sousa,
cited in Coleridge 1872:410). "'So much did that holy wrath of
the great Xavier bring about,'" says Faria y Sousa, "' that he
prevailed, with his zealous discourses, upon some rich merchants
so as to get these rotten vessels put into such a state that the
soldiers and sailors might safely embark in them'" (Coleridge
1872:410).

When the expedition was ready to sail against Acheh, Francis
blessed them and promised a certain victory. The Melakan fleet,
which Francis sent out "to vindicate the honor of the Christian
name against the infidels," was christened the '"'armament of
Jesus'" (Coleridge 1872:411). 1In its absence, Francis frequently
faced a crucifix and prayed for the success of the expedition.
When the men returned victoriously, it was Francis himself who,
bearing a crucifix, led the victory procession while salutes were
fired on land and sea. Francis "reminded the victors that their
true general had been He (Christ) in whose honor they had fought"
(Coleridge 1872:416). It is sadly ironic that the crucified
Christ, the ultimate symbol of non-vindictive, self-sacrificial
love for one's enemies, became the symbol of military vengeance
unleashed to "wipe out the injury" inflicted by the "infidels."
The One who said, "Blessed are the peacemakers," was represented
by the "armament of Jesus."

It is bad enough that the Portuguese were cruel; it is worse

that they were so in the name of Christ. The fatal flaw of the
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Portuguese Christian witness is that no distinction was made
between being Portuguese and being Christian. Even had the
Portuguese been morally upright and their rule benign, this one
thing alone would have killed the possibility of the spread of an
indigenous Christian community. As church historian John
Roxborogh (1989:5) put it: "Inevitably, Christianity was
perceived as the religion of invading foreigners whose presence
was unwelcome." In fact, the Portuguese crusading mentality
actually spurred the propagation of Islam as local rulers and
their subjects sought common ground to resist the threat.’®

Bunge and Vreeland (1984:19) sum up this era with the
evaluation that "The Portuguese contribution to Malay history was
--in contrast to that of the earlier Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic
merchants and seamen--largely negative." The fact is that the
Portuguese congquest of Melaka is known by the Malays to have been
part of a crusade against Muslim influence in the Indian ocean.
To this day, this colors the Malays' attitude toward
Christianity.

Going Dutch (1641-1824)

The Dutch first appeared in Malay waters in 1595. The first
decades of the 17th century witnessed their concerted attack on
virtually the entire global network of Portuguese outposts. By
1618 they dominated the spice trade (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:19).

The following year they conquered the Javanese capital, Jakarta,

*The very presence of the Portuguese in Melaka forced
Muslim traders to take their business elsewhere, thus furthering
the spread of Islam (Roxborogh 1989:4).
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renamed it Batavia, and made it their center in the region. The
native states welcomed the Dutch as rivals of the Portuguese and
took their trade to Batavia, thus striking a telling blow against
Melaka.

In July, 1640, the Dutch, aided by Malays from Johore
(located in the southern part of the Malay Peninsula, Johore had
become the Malay capital since the Portuguese drove the Malay
rulers from Melaka), initiated a siege of Melaka. After six
months of weary battle, the Dutch prepared for a final assault.

A Dutch chronicler (recorded in Bastin and Winks 1966:73) tells

us that the "Commander-in-Chief . . . and his Council thought
proper to appoint . . . a day of public prayers and fasting so
that God our Lord might be pleased to bless our exploit." Four

days later A Famosa belonged to the Dutch.

"In undertaking the conquest of Melaka, the Dutch were
activated more by the desire that the Portuguese should not be
there than by any marked desire to be there themselves"
(Dodsworth 1928a:viii). Trade shifted to Batavia, as the Dutch
preferred it as the chief port in the region. Melaka never
returned to its former status as a commercial center. Its
capture had been a strategic necessity to the Dutch, but in their
plan of empire it was just an outpost.

Like the Portuguese, the Dutch sought monopolistic control
of the spice trade. Unlike the Portuguese, for the Dutch,
Christianity was not the religious arm of imperialism.

Underlining the primacy of the economic interests of the
Dutch (they focused on Batavia in Java not on Melaka), and
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setting a significant precedent for the future, was the fact
that when the Dutch had sought the aid of Johore for the
conquest of 1639-41 it was laid down that neither party

would interfere in the religion of the other. (Roxborogh
1989:5)

Fortunately for the local population, in religious matters
the Protestant Dutch were more tolerant than the Portuguese had
been. Unfortunately, though, the Dutch were "more thoroughgoing
in the mechanics of exploitation and extraction" (Bunge and
Vreeland 1984:20). According to Isabella Bird (1883:120), a 19th
century traveler: "If the Portuguese were little better than
bucaneers, the Dutch who drove them out were little better than
hucksters - mean, mercenary traders, without redeeming qualities,
content to suck the blood of their provinces and give nothing in
return." Although this harsh judgment is more appropriate to the
Dutch rule in the Indonesian archipelago, it applies to the Malay
Peninsula as well. Abdullah Munshi, a prominent Malay, shared
Stamford Raffles' view that the Dutch despised the Malays
(Abdullah 1970:78).

Inspite of this, the Dutch were more sensitive to Malay
society than the Portuguese had been. Local adat (custom) was
incorporated into Dutch judicial management (Ellen 1983:52). 1In
the process of honoring local customary law, however,
specifically Islamic laws were largely disregarded (Northcott
1991:49). This was due primarily to the perceived threat
worldwide Islam posed to the colony. Dutch attitudes toward
Indonesian and Malayan Islam had been shaped by exaggerated fears

stemming from "a lack of adequate knowledge, if not of almost
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total ignorance, of matters Islamic" (Benda 1958:338). Islam was
thought of as a tightly organized religion with a hierarchical
clergy wielding great powers over rulers and subjects.’®

In reality, widespread unity among the Malays was
nonexistent (Benda 1958:340). Since the expulsion of the Malay
Sultan from Melaka with the coming of the Portuguese, rival Malay
factions had continuously jostled for power. Moreover, the very
process of the spread of Islam was as yet far from complete. The
Melaka Sultanate had brought to power Malay Muslims, but it had
not brought Islam to every Malay. Islam's spread inland was
slow. At the time of the coming of the Dutch, the impact of
Islam on most of the population could still be considered
"slight" (Lamb 1964:111).

The Dutch were able to gain a more thorough control over the
area than had the Portuguese, resulting in less inter-factional
warfare. This Pax Nederlandica (Benda 1958:341) brought the
stability necessary for the peaceful process of Islamization. In
the words of Drewes (1955:296), "Dutch rule . . . was
involuntarily but undoubtedly conducive to the strengthening of
Muslim influence." Freedom of religion and noninterference in
matters of religion combined with the locals' animosity toward
the Dutch to cause an intensification of Muslim feelings.

Furthermore, hereditary local chiefs intent on squelching the

*Dutch literature speaks of Muslim religious leaders as
"priests' and "popes." The so-called priesteraad (priests'
council) was used to designate Muslim religious judicial
tribunals.
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newer, more orthodox Islam were not allowed to resist forcibly.

In summary, resistance to the Dutch sparked holy indignation
which, in addition to resisting foreign rule, reformed local
religious practice (Voll 1982:115).

Although, as we have noted, the Dutch were not on a
religious crusade, and did not necessarily align their desires
with the cause of God, there was no room for any Christian
presence that deviated from the economic self-interest of the
Dutch. The Dutch United East India Company (Vereenigde
Oostindische Campagnie--VOC) coordinated the Dutch efforts.
Although primarily a commercial institution, the VOC was granted
the authority to raise armies, conclude treaties, and build
fortresses (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:19). Christian missions were
bridled by the fact that Christian workers had to be approved by
the VOC and were largely restricted from work among Muslims.
Though there were some missionary efforts towards the Baba (Malay
speaking Chinese) Catholics, the Dutch Presbyterian mission in
Melaka was primarily concerned with the colonial community
(Northcott 1991:49). The only church built by the Dutch in
Melaka still stands. This church has baptismal records dating
back to the 17th century, but there is no record that a Malay was
ever baptized (Dodsworth 1928a:19). There is no solid evidence
of any Dutch mission to the Malays.

Concerning the mission of the Church, the Dutch era
represents 183 years of lost opportunity. Toward the end of this

time period, a few notable missionaries were beginning to win
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whole communities to Christ in Indonesia. Writing about missions
in Indonesia at the time, Stephen Neill (1986:248) comments that
"nowhere else in the world have so many Muslims been won to the
Christian faith." Since the Malays and Indonesians are closely
akin, and since the Islam of the Malays was essentially the same
as that of the Indonesians, one might reasonably expect to have
found at least some measure of success among the Malay Muslims if
concerted efforts had been made to reach them with the gospel.
Instead, anti~Dutch sentiment and religious freedom served only
to further the spread of Islam.

The Dutch era also represents 183 years of continued
negative Christian witness. At the hands of "pious" and devout
churchgoers, the Malays were subjected to economic plunder and
exploitation. The Portuguese had taught the Malays that
Christians reserve no love for non-Christians. The Dutch then
taught them that Christians don't even love fellow Christians.
When the Protestant Dutch ousted the Portuguese to become
Malaya's new conquerors, "they at once embarked on a campaign of
persecution against all Roman Catholics. These Calvinistic Dutch
were as intolerant of the Papist Portuguese as the latter had
been of the Muslims" (Wong 1973:26). For nearly the next two
centuries, the Catholics were actively suppressed (Latourette,
Vol 3. 1939:255). Once again the church became identified with
military conquest, and its people with greed.

Under the Upnion Jack 1824-1957

The British East India Company was an association of
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merchants who were granted a charter by Queen Elizabeth in 1600
for the monopoly of all English trade east of the Cape of Good
Hope. An important trading contract that belonged to the Company
was the export of tea from China to Europe. To replenish
supplies along the route, the British sought to establish a port
in Southeast Asia.

In 1785, the Sultan of Kedah gave the Company trading rights
to use the island of Penang as such a port. Francis Light landed
in Penang in July 1786, planted the Union Jack on the jungle-
covered island, and officially took possession of the island.

Light, a personal friend of the Sultan and a skillful
diplomat, had negotiated the British use of Penang in exchange
for British protection against the Sultan's enemy to the north,
Siam (Miller 1966:65-66). Reluctant to form what would appear to
the Dutch as a defensive alliance, to the Sultan's dismay and
Light's personal shame, the East India Company reneged on its
promise to protect Kedah against Siam. Feeling deceived, the
Sultan assembled a fleet to recapture Penang. Light had no
choice but to subdue the Sultan's fleet. Shortly thereafter,
"civilization" arrived in Penang when the Charter of Justice
introduced English law to the settlement. Ironically, the
"civilization" thrust upon the "benighted" Malays was initiated
by a British act of betrayal.

The French Revolution led indirectly to the British
occupation of Melaka. The French revolutionary armies had taken

over the Netherlands and were soon to take over the Dutch naval



51

bases. To prevent the fall of the bases to the French, the Dutch
government-in-exile gave its various possessions to the British
to occupy until the war was over. In this arrangement, Melaka
was transferred to the British in 1775.

The British were determined that when Melaka was returned to
the Dutch, it would be of as little use as possible. To the
chagrin of the local population, A Famosa, the memorial of Malay
heroism, was disassembled. The Dutch reoccupied Melaka in 1818.
It turned out that the fort need not have been destroyed, since
in 1824, under the Anglo-Dutch Treaty, Melaka was peacefully
ceded to the British.

The Straits Settlements

When the Dutch returned to Asia, when their war with France
ended, and reoccupied their former bases, including Melaka, they
sought to extend their control over the area. Alarmed by this
trend, Thomas Stamford Raffles, a British East India Company man,
convinced the authorities that another settlement in the Straits
of Melaka would establish British supremacy in the region.

In 1819, Raffles landed on the island of Singapore, which at
the time was largely swamp, inhabited by about 1,000 Malay
fisherfolk. Raffles established a trading post on the island and
through good relations succeeded in getting Johore (the
southernmost Malay territory) to cede Singapore outright to the
British.

Wwith its strategic location and its free port status,

Singapore achieved phenomenal success. By 1825 its trade had
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already surpassed that of Melaka and Penang combined, and, in
addition to Malays, its population included communities of
Chinese, Indians, Arabs, Europeans, and Armenians.

Bunge and Vreeland (1984:26) state well the importance of
Singapore and the increasing decline of influence of the Malays

in their homeland:

Singapore was in a very significant sense the successor
to Srivijaya and Malacca--a link between China and India as
well as a center for the commercial life of Southeast Asia
and for the diffusion of new ideas and techniques into the
region. The difference was that Malays were no longer the
principal actors but bystanders in the development of the
new entrepot. Singapore had a British administration and
what would rapidly evolve into a Chinese-controlled economy.
Singapore's position was secured by the Anglo-Dutch Treaty

of 1824, which demarcated it along with the Malay Peninsula as
under British control, while Sumatra and the Riau and Linnga
archipelagos were placed within Dutch rule. This peacefully
settled the Dutch-British rivalry, but the Malay world, which had
maintained a "considerable sense of cultural and ideological, if
not political, unity through the centuries of fragmentation and
foreign intervention, was split between the two European powers,
and the basis for the two separate nations of Malaysia and
Indonesia was established" (Bunge and Vreeland 1984:27).

In 1826, Singapore and Melaka were joined with Penang and
Province Wellesley (a small stretch of land on the west coast of
peninsular Malaysia) under a single administration. These
"Straits Settlements" were under the British Indian government

(until 1857 the British East India Company government), but in

1867 they were made a separate crown colony under the British
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Colonial Office.
The Treaty of Pangkor

British control, though formally indirect, was more firmly
established in the peninsula by the January 1874 Treaty of
Pangkor. The states of Selangor and Perak had been plagued with
unrest. The treaty settled a succession dispute of the Perak
throne and established the office of "British Resident" to assist
in the administration of the Malay states. The treaty stipulated
that the advice of the resident "must be asked and acted upon on
all questions other than those touching Malay religion and
custom."
The Borneo States

While the Malay Peninsula was gradually coming under British
influence, the territories on the northern shore of the island of
Borneo were experiencing separate development--Sarawak under the
"white raja," and Sabah under the British North Borneo Company.

In 1835 James Brooke set out in a schooner to explore the
East. Brooke landed in Sarawak in 1839 and found the Raja Muda
Hashim, a relative of the Sultan of Brunei (of which Sarawak was
a province), struggling to put down a rebellion. The following
year Brooke returned and helped the raja quell the rebellion.
For his contribution, Brooke, then 38, was installed as the Raja
of Sarawak (Turnbill 1964:130-131). This marked the beginning of
over a century of rule by the white rajas.

The British government, though, would not recognize Brooke

as an independent raja, nor take Sarawak over as a protectorate.
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Brooke toured England, appealing for protection for Sarawak and
urging its union with the Straits Settlements to form one crown
colony. 1In 1863 Britain acknowledged Sarawak as an independent
state, but did not take it in as a protectorate until 1888.

Meanwhile, sovereignty over North Borneo (present-day Sabah)
was obtained in 1877 by what later became known as the British
North Borneo Company. Under a royal charter the Company provided
facilities for the British Navy and was sent officers from the
Straits Settlements to assist in administration. North Borneo,
too, became a British protectorate in 1888.

The inhabitants of North Borneo were not as willing as those
of Sarawak to accept the encroachment of British rule. The North
Borneo Company encountered recurring resistance, the most
significant of which was the rebellion of 1895-1905. Increasing
taxes had stirred one Mat Salleh, an indigene, to lead a revolt
against the Company. Mat Salleh developed a mystique of
invincibility, and because of his fierce resistance to foreign
occupation is revered as a great hero in Sabah today.

a tat

Back in the peninsula, in 1896, Frank Swettenham, at that
time Resident of Perak, persuaded the rulers to sign the Treaty
of Federation, which established a British federal government at
the tin miners' settlement of Kuala Lumpur. The Federated Malay
States were created, including the states of Selangor, Perak,
Negeri Sembilan and Pahang. The governor of the Straits

Settlements was designated high commissioner of the Federated



55
Malay States, and a resident general (the first being Swettenham)
was placed in charge of the residents of each of the Federated
Malay States.
The Unfederated Malay States

In 1909, a treaty with Siam gave England supremacy over the
northern Malay states of Perlis, Kedah, Kelantan, and Terengganu.
Despite British prodding, the sultans of these states refused to
join their states to the federation. They received British
advisors, who differed significantly from the residents of the
Federated Malay States in that they did not have executive power
but were obliged to use persuasion on matters of policy (Bunge
and Vreeland 1984:32). Only the state of Johore remained
independent. It was not until 1914 that it gave the British the
right to advise in Johore's internal affairs.

The Unfederated States of Perlis, Kedah, Kelantan,
Terengganu and Johore were the least developed of any on the
Malay Peninsula. Being generally the poorest in natural
resources the British desired (most notably tin) their rulers
were allowed to maintain a measure of independence that enabled
them to remain havens of traditional Malay life and culture while
most of the rest of the peninsula was much more radically changed
by colonial social and economic forces.

During the period of British colonialism, increased mining
and plantation activities demanded heavy manpower commitments and
through the years a gradual influx of Chinese and Indians

expanded to a precipitous flow (McGee 1964:72). The non-Malay
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population of around 500,000 at the turn of the century reached
almost 3.5 million at the time of independence in 1957. The
religious complexion of the society was thus changed by the
immigration of Taoist, Confucian, and Buddhist Chinese as well as
mostly Hindu Indians. 1In addition, a small minority of Arabs,
Indians, and Pakistanis became influential commercial and
religious members of the Muslim population. The result was that
by the first census after independence, the Malays, who were also
Muslims, were but half the total number of people in the new
nation.

When Sabah and Sarawak were brought into the Federation in
1963 to form Malaysia, the percentage of Muslims was further
diluted. Coastal Malays form only a small percentage of the
peoples of the two states, which have a heterogeneous indigenous
population and sizable Chinese elements. In 1960, Sarawak was
only 23.4 percent Muslim and Sabah 37.8 percent (Means 1982:482).
For a period after its incorporation, there were efforts to
convert the people of Sabah to Islam under the political
leadership of Tun Mustapha, and a number of well-publicized
conversions took place (Tunku Abdul Rahman 1978:143). Although
the Muslims have dominated the political and cultural life of the
nation as a whole and have continued to be the largest religious
group, they comprise only slightly over half of Malaysia's

population.
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emse
"We Malays consider the British to
be the least of the three evils."

--A Malay student reflecting on Portuguese,
Dutch, and British rule over Malaysia.

is ers

It is widely acknowledged that the British were the least
disliked of the colonizers of the Malay Peninsula. A Malay who
was present when the English came to take Melaka from the Dutch
observed that "all races in Malacca were pleased, for they had
tasted the bitter nastiness of Dutch rule" (Abdullah 1970:78).
Concerning their cross-cultural sensitivity, the British were a
mixed bag--some exceptionally skillful; some not. A
representative sample of some of the more influential early
British rulers will suffice to make this point.

Francis Light, who governed Britain's first Malayan
territory, Penang, from 1786 until his death from malaria in
1794, was tactful and uncommonly skillful in human relations.
Although the Malays remained suspect of the British East India
Company, Light himself so won the affection of the local
population that at his death they reportedly mourned "the loss of
one who had watched over their interests as a father" (Miller
1966:66) .

Ssir Stamford Raffles, the founder and first governor of
Singapore, was a man of legendary stature. Of all his
biographers, none presents him in such a positive light as do the

writings of his friend and tutor, a Malay Muslim named Abdullah
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Munshi. Abdullah (1970:78) was impressed with Raffles' keen
attention to learning the way of the Malays, his kindness to the
Malays and his treating of all people as equals. Abdullah felt
that both Mr. Raffles and his wife did everything with charm,
modesty, and prudence (Abdullah 1970:80).

Not one to withhold criticism when he found fault, Abdullah
(1970:75) presents Mr. Raffles in the most glowing terms:

He was broad of brow, a sign of his care and thoroughness;

round-headed with a projecting forehead, showing his
intelligence. He had light brown hair, indicative of

bravery; large ears, the mark of a ready listener. . . . His
lips were thin, denoting his skill in speech, his tongue
gentle . . .

As to his character, I noticed that he always looked
thoughtful. He was very good at paying due respect to
people in a friendly manner. He treated everyone with
proper deference, giving to each his proper title when he
spoke. Moreover, he was extremely tactful in ending a
difficult conversation. He was solicitous of the feelings

of others, and open-handed with the poor. He spoke in
smiles.

Colonel Harry St. George Ord, the first Governor of the
Straits Settlements Colony, ruled with an administrative
efficiency surpassed only by his pompous insensitivity. Penang,
the colony's first capital, was festively adorned for the
installation ceremony. A chronicler recorded that Colonel Ord
"stalked" into the town hall for the ceremony "without removing
his hat, and sat down on the dais without taking any notice of
anyone. The impression thus created was never removed and was
justified in the years that he remained in the Straits" (quoted
in Miller 1966:87). When Governor Ord asked permission to

intervene in a local Malay squabble, the Under-Secretary of the
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Colonial Office in London wrote, "Most certainly the present
Governor cannot be trusted to interfere wisely" (quoted in Miller
1966:101).

More personable than his predecessor, Colonel Andrew Clarke
succeeded Ord in 1873 as Governor of the Colony. A man of action
with an enmity toward bureaucracy, Clarke lobbied strongly for
more direct British involvement in Malay affairs. Clarke was
unashamedly imperialistic, and saw his position as a means of
expanding the British Empire (Miller 1966:104). He followed an
"act-first;-explain-it-later" style of leadership. Without
London's approval, Clarke negotiated the Pangkor Treaty, which
initiated indirect rule through a British Resident. 1In a
subsequent letter to the British Secretary of State, Clarke
frankly admitted that he was "perfectly aware" he had "acted
beyond my instructions . . . but I have confidence that your
Lordship will feel that the circumstances at the time
justified me in assuming the responsibility I have taken" (quoted
in Miller 1966:112). Clarke assured London that they could still
withdraw from the position he had taken, but he added that "the
time has arrived when, as a nation, we shall be neglecting a
great and paramount duty if we any longer delay that intervention
which the causes of civilization and good order so loudly demand"
(quoted in Miller 1966:112).

After considerable debate, the Colonial Office concluded
that they could not conscionably withhold civilization from the

benighted Malays, and so Clarke received authority to appoint
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Residents to the Malay states of Perak and Selangor. The
Residents were to "advise" the rulers on administrative matters.

There seems to have been misunderstanding on both sides as
to what the other understood this to entail. Since the Resident
had no executive power, no way of forcing a ruler to follow his
advice, he had to rely on his own powers of persuasion. The
success of the system, therefore, depended on the personalities
of both sides getting along with each other. This proved
disastrous for the very first appointed Resident at Perak, Mr.
J.W.W. Birch.

Birch could not have been less suited for this delicate
task. He so abruptly and forcefully attempted to bring
widesweeping changes that the local rulers suspected the British
of trying to take over their country and destroy their customs
and traditions (Miller 1966:115). Birch's tactless
insensitivities and highhanded obstinacy was revealed in a report
in which he said, "It really concerns me little what were the old
customs of the country, nor do I consider they are worthy of any
consideration." (quoted in Miller 1966:119).

Perak's Sultan Abdullah responded by refusing even to
entertain Birch's ideas. The functions and purpose of the
Resident had been spelled out in only the vaguest of terms.
Abdullah had not understood that under the Treaty neither he nor
his chiefs were free to collect taxes as they had always done.

He resented the proposed appointment of official collectors.

Even more, he resented Birch's intention to abolish debt slavery.
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For one thing, Birch failed to distinguish debt slavery (in which
persons mortgaged themselves in return for financial assistance
from their creditors) from western slavery. Although debt
slavery had sunken to the point where it was clearly abusive, it
had long been a common institution in the Malay states, and was
the means by which the wealthy ruling class got free labor. 1In
the Malay rulers' minds' Birched appeared intent on usurping all
their prerogatives.

After Sultan Abdullah's third refusal to sign into effect
laws drafted by Birch to appoint tax collectors and end debt-
slavery, Birch threatened that the British Government would
depose Abdullah unless he complied with Birch's initiatives. At
this, the Sultan, making it known that he was doing so under
duress, signed the papers authorizing the Resident to control the
levying and collecting of all taxes (Miller 1966:130).

Abdullah promptly called together his major chiefs to
discuss how to kill Birch and "to resist the white people." The
local chiefs demonstrated their hatred of Birch by calling the
leading bomoh (spiritist and traditional healer) to hold a seance
into whether the guardian jinn of Perak would kill Birch.
Abdullah himself, acting as one of the mediums, "repeatedly
stabbed an effigy of Birch of rice dough," forecasting Birch's
immanent death (Miller 1966:120).

Meanwhile, Clarke was succeeded by Major-General Sir William
Francis Drummond Jervois as the third Governor of the Colony.

Jervois was a professional soldier who would have annexed the



62

Malay States if given the chance. It had been decided that Birch
should be replaced as Resident of Perak, but Jervois postponed
this move fearing the Malays might view it as a sign of weakness.
Both Jervois and Birch scoffed at reports of plots to kill the
Resident, and responded by asserting in no uncertain terms that
"'Her Britannic Majesty's Government have determined to
administer the Government of Perak in the name of the Sultan'"
(quoted in Miller 1966:121). Birch blatantly defied the Sultan,
by himself assisting in the escape of five debt slaves, two of
whom belonged to the Sultan.

Certain that the British were intent on interfering with
Malay custom, Abdullah gave Birch's execution order to a major
chief whose prerogative it was to execute the ruler's enemies and
who was therefore above the law according to Malay custom. The
next morning, as Birch was bathing in a floating bath-house, he
was speared to death and then hacked to pieces with a sword. 1In
Perak there was feasting for two days.

Jervois immediately called India for reinforcements as he
interpreted the murder as the signal for an uprising against the
British. He personally led 150 soldiers to Perak. Those
implicated in Birch's death were either executed or exiled. The
Malay chiefs were stunned by the intensity of the British
reaction to Birch's death; to them, Birch had been justly
condemned as a foreign infidel who had tried to uproot their
customs and usurp the hereditary powers of the Malay rulers.

Perak was occupied as 1,200 troops arrived from India and
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more came from Hong Kong. A naval brigade also landed. For 18
months, the British military ruled Perak, and Governor Jervois
was not hesitant to find reasons for using the troops against

hints of Malay insurrection.

Birch's "head-over-heels way" (Governor Clarke's assessment
of Birch's style) of plunging himself into "cleaning up" Perak,
and his murder, may have ended the experiment in indirect rule
had not Birch's successor been of exceptional character. Mr.
Hugh Low, Perak's second Resident, carefully studied Malay
religious and customary law and spoke fluent Malay. He gradually
regained the trust by his sympathetic approach and by going to
great lengths to maintain good relations with the chiefs and not
to interfere with their customs. As to the former Resident's
practice of protecting runaway slaves, he wrote in his diary,

I have no intention following . . . If I were here long

enough I would undertake to abolish every form of slavery in

a moderate time with the consent of the chiefs and the

people but I shall be of no use here if I do not first

thoroughly acquire their confidence and that cannot be done
if my first acts be to show that I am determined to prevent
or encourage the break of (what) is at present so cherished

an institution." (guoted in Miller 1966:129)

To show the effectiveness of Low's approach, it may be added
that, over a six-year period, step by slow step, Low succeeded in
persuading the rulers to end debt-slavery in Perak.

Low lived in a small, Malay-style house near the Sultan's
palace. Traveller Isabella Bird, who once stayed with Low, was
impressed that his house was always open to any visitor. Bird

(1883:357) wrote that Malays had

free access to him during all hours of daylight and as I sit
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writing or reading, a Malay shadow constantly falls across
my paper, and a Malay with silent, catlike tread glides up
the steps and appears unannounced in the veranda, on which
Mr. Low at once lays asi@e whatever he is doing and quietly
gives himself to the business in hand. The reigning Prince
and Raja Dris are daily visitors.

Low included the major Malay chiefs and some Chinese
business leaders in decision-making, and conducted official
meetings in Malay rather than in English.

Another early British official who sought to establish
friendship and understanding between the British and the Malays
was the Colony's first Governor, Sir Frederick Weld. 1In order to
immerse himself in Malay life, he left the running of the Straits
Settlements to the Lieutenant-Governor. Weld travelled
extensively to understand village life and to meet with local
sultans. He humbly wore Malay hat plumes that identified him as
subordinate to the sultans. During a scheduled visit with the
Sultan of Pahang, Weld graciously waited for several hours for
the Sultan to finish a game of chance in which he was engaged
(Miller 1966:130).

By the 1880s "Residents were chosen primarily for their
knowledge of the Malays and ability to govern with firmness
tempered with tact" (Butcher 1979:50). The British had come to
realize that they could not rule without regard for Malay
sensitivities. The District Officers of Sungei Ujong, for
example, were advised that since Malays were not accustomed to
regular office hours they should be accessible at all times

(Sadka 1968:220).

The British, in fact went to great lengths to earn the
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friendship of the Malay rulers. The Residents joined the rulers
in their amusements, went hunting with them, and strove to assure
them that the actions of the British were in their best

interests.

To the chiefs, the Resident patiently explained the
reasons for administrative innovations; to the unyielding
and unfriendly among them, he showed firmness and
determination and where necessary he even went out of his
way, as Swettenham put it, to "outswagger the greatest
swaggerer of them all." (Miller 1966:126)

In marked contrast to the Dutch and Portuguese, the British
took an interest in Malay affairs, and attempted to be fair in
their dealings. Moreover, the Malays came to respect the British
for their administrative skills and their even-tempered handling
of disturbances; the only thing the Malays had respected about
their former colonizers was their military might.

Yet, the Malays were not blind to the fact that the British
were in Malaya for the good of England. However benign,
coionization is always self-serving. Indeed, this self-serving
attitude was not successfully hid from the Malays. It surfaced
in a condescending, patronizing attitude on the part of many
British officials. During the Birch residency, Governor Jervois
maintained that the Perak Malays were not fit to rule (Miller
1966:121). Sir Frank Swettenham (1948:173-174), the great
Malayan administrator, scholar and historian, wrote that "the
Colonial Secretary desired to use British influence to save the
Malays from themselves." Malays were frequently described as

lazy, especially when they failed to respond to British

initiatives (Butcher 1979:59). The social Darwinism of the 19th
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century led the British arrogantly to assume that industrialized
Europe was the epitome of civilization. Physically, the people
of the tropics were believed to lack the innate vitality of the
races of Western Europe (Dodsworth 1928a:v-vi).

It was common for British officials to see themselves as
lords of the manor and the Malay rakyat (commoners/the masses) as
their tenantry. Butcher (1979:54) suggests that this attitude
was especially prevalent among officials who had come from the
Irish or English landed class. In a letter to his parents, C.D.
Bowen, a member of the wealthy Irish landed nobility, wrote in
1887 that "'when I wake up in the morning there are generally six
Malays on the veranda waiting till I have had my bath, etc. It
is just the Irish tenantry all over again . . .'" (quoted in
Butcher 1979:54). About his village life he wrote, "Living in a
place like Utan Melintan one just represents the Irish landlord;
one goes out in the morning and sees dirty and untidy places and
tells the people to get them cleaned up. Their answer is always
'if it pleases your honour we will do it'" (Bowen 1950:300-901).
Arthur Keyser (1897:71), a District Officer from English landed
society, gave this description: "English officials . . . are
accustomed to pass their lives amongst the Malays . . . much as
those of the cottagers on his estate would be to a home-staying
country squire in England."

Occasionally, the British superiority complex led to the
abusive "white raja" mentality. Robson (1894:14) defined the

white raja as one who "expects to receive as his right the usual
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prostrated homage paid by a ryot to his raja." One District
Officer who exemplified this definition was C.F. Bozzolo of
Perak. He was known for his innovative ways of punishing
offenders. Norman (1895:539) records that on one occasion, two
Malays who had passed Bozzolo without giving a respectful

greeting were forced to obtain dog licenses as signs of their

subhuman behavior.

is so

With an influx of personnel, and more regular communications
caused by the advent of more and better roads, it became
increasingly difficult for an official to rule a district as if
it were his personal domain. Officials in the Malay States
belonged to a rapidly expanding bureaucratic system and had to
conform to its demands (Butcher 1979:55). Treasury work, court
cases, and official correspondence confined officials to their
offices and prevented them from travelling in their districts.
Frequent transfers made it still more difficult to acquire an
intimate knowledge of one's district (Selangor Journal 1896:8-9).

Ironically, the coming of more direct British rule brought a
decline in the personal authority and influence of the District
Officers (Butcher 1979:55). 1In 1897 a prominent official claimed
that there "'is no longer that friendly relationship between many
of the District Officers and the people of the country that there
used to be'" (quoted in Butcher 1979:56). Another official
complained that his days were entirely filled with court cases

and office work. When asked about the Malays in his district he
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replied that he never saw Malays anymore (Malay Mail 1897:6).
Significantly, his evenings were now spent at the new local
British club.

As more and more Europeans made Malaya their home,
government officials no longer needed locals for companionship.
As soon as a handful of Europeans settled in an area they
inevitably formed a club. Butcher (1979:59) maintains that the
social clubs were "by far the most important institutions for
Europeans." By 1890 there were government-sponsored clubs in
nearly every district in Perak. Taiping district had two general
social clubs, a rifle club, turf club, and Masonic Lodge. Kinta
district had a recreation club and a gymkhana club (Annual Report
of Perak 1890:22). Bowen(1950:95) wrote in 1891 that he
regularly attended a club ten miles from the town where he was
stationed.

The diaries of one Hugh Clifford illustrate how the increase
in Europeans could pull officials away from the Malays. An entry
from 1888, when Clifford was one of only two Englishmen in town,

reads:

. . To bed at 7:30 A.M. Up again at 3 P.M. Walked--A
thief was caught. Slept before dinner--The Bendahara (Malay
Chief Minister) visited me--Went to the Balai & talked to
To'Raya, To Kaya Cheno . . . & the Orang Kaya Pahlawan
(Warrior). Talking with Alang till daylight. (recorded in
Butcher 1979:56)

Clifford's diary for 1893, when his town had an entire English
community, also contains references to his contacts with Malays,
but there are now a number of passages which indicate a degree of

absorption into English social 1ife. The following excerpts
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serve as examples:

Played L(awn) T(ennis) with Thomas before breakfast & after
Tea. 5 sets in all. He is not a strong player.

Working on papers nearly all day. Played L.T. with Belfield

& beat him 3 sets out of 4--4-6, 6-0, 6-3, & 6-4--dined with

Belfield. Won 1197 points at Piquet (recorded in Butcher
1979:57) .

It is important to note that, except for the most elite of
Malay, Chinese, and Indian society, the clubs were the exclusive
domain of the English. The clubs were meant to encapsulate a
slice of English high society and transport it whole to Malaya as
a respite against the administrative pressures and the
debilitating climate.

The British community rapidly grew distant from the general
public and developed into an isolated social clique. One man,
disenchanted with Kuala Lumpur, wrote cynically, "if your soul is
satisfied with the Lake Club and the Selangor Club; with
criticizing your neighbour's dress and admiring your own; with
tea and scandal; or poker and whiskey and soda, by all means stay
in Kuala Lumpur, for that is the very place for you" ("Treacher's
Hill" 1890:378-379).

In considering the fact that the European community became
an increasingly self-contained social group, it is important to
note that to make and maintain a career it became more important
to establish good relations with one's superiors than to befriend
the Malays or other Asians. Although the Governor had the final
say, he generally approved the local Residents' recommendations

for promotions and dismissals (Butcher 1979:57). Since most
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British men worked for the government, the Resident's power over
the European community became immense. Commenting on this,
Robson (1894:5) wrote that if "the Resident is a sportsman, why
we are all death on sport. If the Resident thinks only of work
our energy is something frightful to behold." There are
accounts that some men lost or gained positions based on their
ability at cricket (Butcher 1979:58).

Marriage could also change an official's relations with his
constituency. Clifford (1898a:161) wrote of men who had to
forego leisurely conversation with the Malays in order to provide
for a wife. 1In fact, marriage for British men in Malaya was
extremely expensive. The attitude common to the middle class of
Britain at the time, the class to which the majority of British
in Malaya belonged, was that a man should marry only when he was
able to provide his wife with the standard of living to which she
was accustomed in her parents' home. In Malaya, the salary
considered necessary for marriage was much higher than that in
Britain because "the standard of living for Europeans in Malaya
was higher and much more rigidly defined than the middle-class
standard in Britain" (Butcher 1979:84). 1In a cookbook and
housekeeping guide prepared by Noel Walker, the wife of a civil
servant, Walker wrote: "There is no doubt that as soon as a man
arrived in Malaya his ideas of what he cannot do without become
very much enlarged . . ." (quoted in Butcher 1979:84). A local
newspaper ("Marriage in the East" 1897) chided that "The tendency

out here is for everyone to live exactly after the style set by
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the well-to-do; to keep up the same table equipment, to follow
the same pursuits, to become in fact dumb treaders of the same
social mill."

Women were especially sheltered from exposure to the wider
society. Servants did the shopping, as it was considered
improper for a European woman to venture into the market. One
British woman wrote that her daughter "was induced to go once,
when she first lived in town - but only once. She fled, before
she publicly disgraced herself" (Wilson 1937:64). The fact that
a servant could buy goods more cheaply than could a European also
discouraged women from going to the market.

British Superiority Complex

The isolation from the Malays and other Malayan peoples was
enhanced by a smug air of superiority assumed by the British.
Their world empire spoke for itself of the unparalleled grandeur
of English civilization. Social Darwinism demonstrated to the
world (in the eyes of the British) that humankind had reached its
zenith in the social life of Her Majesty's court.

American traveler and writer Matt Ward wrote in 1853 (p.247)
that the British residents of their colonies "imagine the
universe to be deeply impressed by the graceful sublimity of
their deportment." Ward (1853:248) observed the typical British
colonial to be "insolent and overbearing to his inferiors."

Moreover,

People shrink from him in disgust, and his vanity ascribes
their conduct to a becoming awe for his pre-eminence; he
imagines the silence which arises from contempt to be a
deferential respect. . . . Indeed he entertains too exalted
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an opinion of himself to doubt another's appreciation of his
surpassing excellence. (Ward 1853:247-248)

Ward believed that English supremacy was maintained only by
an inordinate respect for British power on the part of those
governed. Of colonized Muslims, Ward (1853:215) wrote: "So
exaggerated an opinion do they entertain of England's power, that
the curse of their Prophet is scarcely more dreaded than the
terrors of her ire." 1In short, "Englishmen . . . have so
carefully stowed away English supremacy in a nice glass box,
guarded at every angle by portentous 'hands off,' as successfully
to protect it from the too close scrutiny of the masses" (Ward
1853:1) .

Were Ward's opinions the musings of an isolated Anglophobe,
or was there substance to his claims? Governor Swettenham
complained of the increasing number of non-Europeans in the civil
service (Butcher 1979:107). As Asian civil servants increased,
the government developed the principle that as much as possible
an English person would never have an Asian as his or her
superior. Swettenham's successor, Sir John Anderson wrote that
"'Any European would consider it an indignity to be asked to
serve under a Eurasian'" (quoted in Butcher 1979:109).

The British would not appoint an Asian to a position higher
than the most junior European in any particular department.
Malayan doctors who received their training in England and who
had higher qualifications than their superiors were generally not
promoted above entry-level positions (Chelvasingam-MacIntyre

1973:40-41). The best government rest houses were reserved for



73

the British. The hospital system included a special British ward
and a special British operating room. The first class sections
of trains were divided into "A" and "B" compartments. The more
comfortable "B" compartments were reserved exclusively for the
British (Butcher 1979:99). Evidently, non-Europeans were even
excluded from "public" balls (Butcher 1979:98). To add insult to
injury, Asian habits that annoyed the British received attention
disproportionate to the injury caused, while incidents of British
misbehavior such as drunkenness and the molestation of Asian
women were downplayed (Butcher 1979:105).

The British truly believed in their inherent superiority, or
at least they stated it often and loudly enough to drown out any
whispers of doubt. J.H.M. Robson, founder of the newspaper the
Malay Mail, and twice unofficial member of the Federal Council,
declared that Eurasians seldom possessed "those robust, rugged,
manly attributes which have helped the Anglo-Saxon race to go
forth and found the greatest Empire the world has ever seen.”
Robson (1897) went on to describe the Tamils as "sadly wanting in
backbone and grit when it comes to analysis of character." A
young British official wrote in 1907 that the development of the
rubber industry was "a record of great achievement by courageous
and masterful men--such men as were admittingly turned out only
by the Anglo-Saxon race" (Knocker 1924:149-152).

A government handbook listed that one of the advantages of
living in Kuala Lumpur was that "it does not require the European

and Asiatic to live side by side" (F.M.S. Railways 1914:27-28).



74

The respect for the British increasingly was exchanged for a
contempt for British arrogance. Contemporary newspaper
editorials, letters, articles, and speeches are replete with
expressions of the Malayans' dissatisfaction with the British
people. Dr. Lim Boon Keng, a prominent Chinese spokesperson for
the non-European community, spoke for many when he said:

. . . however worthy my posterity may be, they will never be

allowed to be more than the most subordinate servants,

clerks, and so on, under men who think their white skins are

the sole signs of born rulers and administrators, and who

have the impudence to declare that we prefer them in

authority over us before all others. It is a lie. (Lim
1912)

Speaking of the Spaniards, Dutch, and English of the 19th
century, Syed Hussein Alatas (1977:7), professor of Malay
Studies, and himself a Malay, states that:

All three powers were agreed that Western rule and

Western culture were superior; that Western peoples should

lead the world; that they were most suited to exploit the

natural wealth of the East; and that they were the best

administrators. Consequently, the ideology of colonial

capitalism played down the capacities of Southeast Asian

societies. Every conceivable item was invoked to denigrate

the Southeast Asian, including his size and physiognomy.
Hence Geoffrey Gorer (1936:40), an anthropologist whose training
should have helped to correct prejudice, wrote of the native
Muslims: "A purely personal point which prevented me enjoying
their company was the question of size; I do not like being among
people who appear smaller and weaker than I am, unless they have
corresponding superiority elsewhere; I dislike the company of
those I feel to be my inferiors."

After a thorough study of the relations between the British

and the Asians in Malaya, Butcher (1979:121) concludes that
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some Europeans considered anything short of abject servility
as insolence. Europeans, moreover, contributed more than
their share to arousing tensions by their own actions. What
all these diverse examples illustrate is not only that
Europeans saw themselves as superior to other races but that
in this period many of them were also filled with a fear of
anything which might even appear to threaten their
superiority.
is ivin andards
British cliquishness, and the ideology of superiority were

not the only things that alienated the British from the Malays;
the high standard of living of the British made them inaccessible
and resented. The image of the natives and their place in the
scheme of things was reflected in an actual state of affairs.
Government salary scales placed the British at the top, non-
European immigrants (i.e., the Chinese and Indians) in the
middle, and the indigenous peoples (including the Malays) on the
bottom.

Since the British controlled the administration and since
they played a dominant role in the economy it was natural that
they occupied high positions in Malayan society and enjoyed a
relatively high level of comfort. The official British view on
the matter was that the British should live above a certain
standard in order to preserve the respect in which they believed
they were held by the Malayan people. English planters used this
very argument in successful appeals for salary increases (Butcher
1979:223). The colonial government supported unemployed
Europeans or gave them passage out of Malaya because destitute

whites were considered a great threat to British prestige. It

was for the same reason that British drivers were replaced as
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soon as possible.

The British were successful in maintaining a standard of
living above the rest. "Only a very small proportion of the
Asian population enjoyed a standard of living as high as that
enjoyed by most Europeans" (Butcher 1979:224). Unfortunately,
the goal of such a standard--the respect of the Asian population-
-was weakened rather than strengthened by the social distancing
caused by British society.

Alatas contends that the Malays resented the British status
system. He (Alatas 1977:228) writes with contempt that:

The European colonial community had the best of
everything. In the administration and in business they held
the highest posts. In agriculture they owned the biggest
estates. In their social life they kept to the best clubs,
hotels and restaurants, and they lived in the best
residential area. They created in the colonies a social
world which enjoyed all the benefits of health, wealth,
status, residence, power, prestige, and influence.

Alatas' claims are not true in exact detail. For instance,
the Chinese had their own social club in Kuala Lumpur that
rivalled the best of the British clubs. Luxuriously furnished,
it had the highest subscription fee of any club in the Federated
Malay States (Wright and Cartwright 1908:856-857). Furthermore,
in Kuala Lumpur the Resident-General's official residence was one
of very few European houses which could compare with the mansions
built by some of the Chinese entrepreneurs (Butcher 1979:83).
Prior to 1900, the wealthiest individuals in the colony were
Chinese. These points noted, a scholar who lived in Malaya was

able to pinpoint that the "distinguishing feature of the

situation in Malaya . . . is not that there are some Europeans
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who are living luxuriously, but that, broadly speaking, there are
none who do not live in that fashion" (Emerson 1937:488).

The British community as a whole clearly enjoyed the highest
living standard, and the social gulf continually widened. Some
examples of the early days when the first Residents had few of
the comforts of home will serve to show how far the British had
fallen in their social rise. Birch for months lived in a
houseboat on the river. Hugh Low in Perak, Hugh Clifford in
Pahang, Martin Lister in Negeri Sembilan, and Frank Swettenham in
Selangor, among the first Residents of their respective states,
each lived in humble conditions. I have already mentioned (p.47)
that Low occupied a small, Malay-style house that was always
accessible to the Malays. Swettenham's first home was a palm-
leaf-covered stockade on the banks of a river. Twice a day tidal
waters covered its mud floor. 1In these early days, the Residents
spoke mostly Malay and searched out Malay companionship. Twenty
or so years later, relations with Malays were devolving as
quickly as British society was evolving. 1In keeping with the
dignity of his new post as Resident-General, Swettenham had a
house built on a hill overlooking the beautiful Lake Gardens of
Kuala Lumpur. A veritable mansion, the house "contained dining,
drawing, morning, and billiard rooms, five bedrooms, five
dressing rooms, office accommodation, servants' quarters,
stablings, and quarters for the horse-keepers and gardeners"
(Butcher 1979:74). Swettenham, who had lived in a makeshift

house with flooded mud floors, now commented in all seriousness
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that the house was not extravagant "'nor much more than enough
for a man with a family'" (quoted in Butcher 1979:74).

The socio-economic gap was seen clearly in the number of
servants employed by the respective communities. Whereas in
England a family was considered fortunate to have one servant,
the average British family in colonial Malaya employed between
three and six servants (Butcher 1979:142). A Malayan family,
though, had to be reasonably well-off to be able to afford even
one servant. 1In 1928 Gibson (p.120) claimed that it was
"essential" for European families to have at least five servants.
A 1931 Commission on Temporary Allowances assumed that a married
British official would need seven servants - a houseboy, cook,
waiter, gardener, nurse, chauffeur, and clothes washer (Butcher
1979:130).

This same Commission outlined the European and Asiatic
standards for a family budget in 1930.!" The monthly budget was
$960 (a respectable salary for Malaysians even today) for
Europeans, and $176 for Asians or Eurasians. Granted, the
European budget is for an official of slightly greater seniority
and experience than his Asian counterpart, but it is still
grossly inequitable. Even though the Asian family has one more
child than the Furopean family, the Asian family is expected to
suffice on 44% of the European food budget, and 16% of the

European clothes budget. The Asian electricity and water budget

"see Appendix B for Table 1 (Monthly Family Budgets in

1930: European and Asiatic Standards), excerpted from Butcher
(1979) .
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is a mere 22% of that of the Europeans. The Asian education
allowance is, appallingly, only 7% of the European allowance.
For Asians, transportation will be by bus, while the English
example, of course, requires the English to be whisked about in
chauffeur-driven cars. Furthermore, the English gentleman could
not be expected to live without his whiskey, gin, and cigarettes.

To make matters worse, provision was made for European, but not

Asian, widows.'®

! The resentment caused by inequities in pay must not be

minimized. I observed such resentment when I was working in
Malaysia. I taught English as a second language in an American-
Malaysian cooperative program, designed to prepare Malay students
for American universities. The students completed a not-for-
credit English language track before advancing to one of various
associates degree programs.

The English track was taught by American and Malaysian
(mostly Malay) teachers. The credit courses in the various
majors were taught mostly by American professors and associate
professors. The Malaysian teachers were paid on a Malaysian
government scale. We American English teachers were paid a much
higher salary, based on what we might expect to have been paid as
full time ESL instructors in the U.S. The American professors
were paid more st.ll. They received their current salary from
their respective universities in the States. Since many of them
were tenured and quite senior in their teaching experience (those
were the ones who could afford to take a year or two away from
their jobs back home), some of the American professors had
salaries upwards of $80,000.

As an English teacher teaching four classes a day, five days
a week, it was naturally hard for me to watch professors who
earned from two to five times what I did, come in only two or
three days a week to teach their six or eight hours. For the
Malaysian teachers, the feelings I experienced were magnified
many times over.

The Malaysians were paid the equivalent of approximately
$6,000 per year. For Malaysia, it was fairly good pay, but that
was small consolation considering that we American English
teachers with whom they rubbed shoulders, and who were doing
exactly the same work (with the exception that the Malaysian
government required the Malaysians to punch a time clock and come
in for half a day on Saturdays, while we Americans weren't
required to do so), were being paid several times more than they
were simply because we were Americans. Individually, most of the
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The British, indeed, grew to be seen as a soft and spoiled,
pampered people. The tropical climate contributed to this image.
European science at the time taught that residence in the tropics
placed an intolerable strain on the body of Europeans, for whom
the temperate zone was considered natural (Butcher 1979:70-71).
Time away from the heat and humidity was believed to be
absolutely essential to prevent physical and mental
deterioration. Consequently, the British took regular vacations
to various hill stations. These were no experiences of roughing
it. All of the amenities of city life were made available,
servants and all. 1In an account of a short stay at a particular
hill station resort near Kuala Lumpur, it took 20 porters to
carry the provisions necessary for a single British family
(Butcher 1979:72-73). All of the supplies and some of the family
members (transported in chairs which were slung on poles and
carried by four coolies each) were carried by servants seven full
miles uphill. Imagine the emotions aroused in you if you were
forced to carry a wealthy, high society foreigner seven miles
uphill in the scorching sun, only to wait on her hand and foot
when you reached the top. This was all done in the name of
maintaining a certain image and protecting the British from the
effects of the climate.

ish Sexu elations

Americans worked hard, were friendly, and were well-enough liked,
but corporately, we were resented. In my estimation, the
financial gap between the Malaysians and the Americans divided us
as much as the language and cultural barriers.
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The climate and separation from England, or as one writer
put it, from "the unimaginable peace of an English summer night"
(Peet 1934:59-60), were continually invoked to excuse a number of
British foibles. While the climate supposedly deadened physical
and mental capacities, it was paradoxically believed to
strengthen the libido (Butcher 1979:196,204-205). That the
tropical climate was said to heighten sexual passions, and that
it was sometimes also stated that Asian women possessed a
physical attractiveness irresistible to Europeans, led most
Britishers to view prostitution as an inevitable feature of their
life in Malaya (Butcher 1979:196).

In the towns it was common for British men to visit
brothels. The British in Malaya had considerable freedom from
the sexual norms of Victorian England. Governor Swettenham
defended this distinction by stating that morality was dependent
upon, among other things, "the influence of climate." The
official acceptance of prostitution is evidenced by the fact that
the British government reserved an area for brothels when it
planned the city of Kuala Lumpur in 1882 (Butcher 1979:1980). 1In
1909, when the Reverend Horley of the Methodist Mission
complained of the open visibility of prostitution in close
proximity to a church and school, the Resident of Selangor easily
persuaded the Colonial Office to ignore Horley (Butcher
1979:198).

The British preferred Japanese prostitutes, who were brought

to Malaya primarily to fill the British demand. "In 1911, 900 of
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the 1,692 Japanese women in the F.M.S. (Federated Malay States)

were 'known' prostitutes, and another 129 were, according to the
census, brothel-keepers. It was said that any town large enough
to have a post office also had a Japanese brothel" (Butcher
1979:197).

The records indicate that the Malayan men typically
preferred prostitutes from their own race. The low number of
Malay prostitutes'’ is a strong indication of the widespread
disapproval of prostitution throughout Malay society. The
British who were frequently seen going to and from the Japanese
brothels could not have but damaged the reputation of the
religion of these men in the eyes of the Malay community (Marsh
1968:35-36) .

While prostitution was common in urban areas, away from the
towns it was common for British men to have mistresses.
Malariologist Sir Malcom Watson (in discussion in Culpin
1933:920) estimated that 90 percent of European men living in
outstations in the early 20th century had Asian mistresses.
While Watson's claim is impossible to confirm, it should be
treated with respect in that Watson's work brought him into
contact with planters throughout the F.M.S. Many of these
planters were single men who lived for years without the benefit
of the companionship of women of their own race. Watson (in

Culpin 1933:920) related that the planters' mistresses "supplied

*In 1911 there were 2,164 known Chinese prostitutes, but

only 50 Malay prostitutes ("Report of the Secretary for Chinese
Affairs for 1911" 1912:2).
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the only companionship which these men had, often from one week
to another. They were . . . helpmates without whom many
more...men would have succumbed to both alcohol and malaria."
Bruce Lockhart, a planter who himself had a Malay mistress, wrote
as if Asian mistresses were the norm among planters (Lockhart
1936:30,141,197) .

Concubinage was by no means limited to planters. Winstedt
(1969:18) implied that government officials in outstations
frequently kept Asian mistresses. If prostitution was expected
in the city, concubinage in the outstations was considered a
virtual necessity. A railway engineer who lived with a Malay
woman put it bluntly: "My God! 1I've been in this bloody jungle
for fifteen years, and the only things that keep me alive are
Siti and the Sydney Bulletin!" (Wells 1926:69).

I do not want to leave the impression that all, or even most
of the Malayan British approved of the sexual standards in the
colony. Numerous British individuals lamented the prevalence of
prostitution and concubinage.

Bad though it was regarded it appears that much was forgiven

if a man gave no hint that the relationship was anything but

one based purely on necessity. It was one thing for a man
to write . . . that "no sane man would ever form an
irregular union with a woman, who at best is a sorry
makeshift, if he knew that a girl of his own race was )
willing to share hardship during early years.“ It was quite
another thing however for men to give the impression, so
resented by "All Whites," that they actually preferred Asian

women to European women. (Butcher 1979:204)

Once again separation, the Asian women themselves, and

climactic conditions are held responsible for the actions of the

men.
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Think of the young assistant standing all day over
Asiatic labour, many of them working with breasts and bodies
exposed to the sun, surrounded by women to whom a few
dollars are a fortune for which they would sell the best of
themselves, and exposed to all the insidious temptations of

the heated tropical zone. ("A Letter to a British Newspaper"
1923:15)

The heat, the climate, had a stirring effect which a man
in England cannot fully appreciate. Add to that the sight
of a graceful brown form with full breasts scantily covered,
a perfect figure, a moon-like face and sensual mouth, framed
in a jet-black head of hair, illuminated by dark soft eyes,
and the bachelor would not be human if he did not set his
thought agoing. (Bailey 1944:129-130)

Neither of the writers in the preceding quotes approved of
extramarital sexual relations. Both were arguing in favor of
early marriages. Under the circumstances, though, it was implied
that no man could be fully blamed for succumbing to such sexual
temptation. The man was forgiven even more if he expressed that
he did not hold the same lofty feelings for his Asian companion
that he supposedly would have for a European woman (Butcher
1979:205). This brings us back to the British concern for image.
The British woman had to be elevated above all others. Once
again, all aspects of British life (in this case British women)
had to reign superior over Malayan society.

ish Image

It is most bitterly ironic that the very efforts intended by
the British to win the respect and confidence of the people, were
the things that ostracized the British from the Malayan
population. The British had determined to rule not by force of

military might as the Dutch and Portuguese had previously

attempted, but to command the respect of the population through
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good example. It is here that the notion of prestige comes into
play. As prestige was assumed the basis of rule, any perceived
threat to that prestige was considered a grave offense. Any act
thought to degrade the British in the eyes of the Malayans was
condemned. Thus, the British were constrained to be on their
best behavior around the Malayans. In response to the news that
two English planters had assaulted a Chinese bar-boy, a British
editorial urged "every decent white man to ostracize them from
the society that they have disgraced. They are pariahs, unfit
for the companionship of honorable men" ("Pariahs" 1922:44).

The British' exalted view of themselves caused them to
believe that they were constantly looked up to as examples and
thus that they could not let down their subjects by lowering

their guard.

A white man in the tropics is watched as a minor god. He
may be hated or liked, despised or respected, but being in
the minority he is the object of attention from the moment
his native servant has taken in breakfast to the time when
he has dismissed the chauffeur or rickshaw puller and moved
to bed. From the minute he has entered his office, he is
watched by natives and feels, if he has a conscience, that
he must give an example, in conduct, wisdom and strength.

(Belainkin 1932:69)

The writer was right that the natives watched a Britisher's
every move. Consequently, he spoke of the importance of setting
a good example in "conduct, wisdom and strength." What he did
not see, but what should have been so obvious as to hit him
square across the face, was the resentment caused by the cushy
lifestyle the "white man" in his paragraph enjoyed at the expense

of the locals. From dawn to dusk he is waited on hand and foot
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by "native servant," "chauffeur or rickshaw puller." Undoubtedly
the native onlookers in his office are those earlier described by
Lim (1912) as "the most subordinate servants, clerks, and so on,
under men who think their white skins are the sole sign of born
rulers and administrators."

A major consequence of the need to present a good image was
the reinforcement of the British inclination to separate
themselves from the non-Europeans. The pressure to act above
reproach was difficult to endure.

They therefore attended clubs and private gatherings
that, being confined to Europeans and a very few carefully
chosen non-Europeans, allowed them to relax without worrying
about what kind of image they were presenting. "We ate &
drank & played games like small children," wrote a teacher,
who in his first months in Malaya took a humorous view of
European attitudes, about a party with some friends. "It
was good to put aside our true greatness for a period."
(Butcher 1979:171)

Although wishing to establish a public image of cordiality, the
British in general ceased to seek close relations with the
Asians, and thus forfeited the esteem they tried so hard to earn.

Not every Britisher made excuses for British behavior. G.L.
Peet (1934:59-60), the Straits Times reporter in Kuala Lumpur in
the 1930s, argued that British difficulties in Malaya were caused
not by the climate but by the fact that the British took no
interest in the community arocund them. They suffered from an
exile mentality by which they refused to give up British ways and
attach themselves to the ways of Malaya.

Dr. Waugh-Scott (1913), a renowned estates doctor, blamed

the dismal moral state of affairs on neither climate nor
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separation but on a "mental disharmony" brought on by a failure
"to square our manner of living with our ideals of conduct and
behavior." 1In other words the "tropical Neurasthenia" so
discussed in medical circles was quite simply guilt.

We may choose to ignore in our conscious behaviour the
fact that intemperance, unkindness, improvidence, impurity,
concubinage, etc., are unsocial and wrong, but the
unconscious never ignores . . . such matters. Deep down,
unsleeping, and always maintaining its conflict with the
behaviour which the conscious mind has willed, lies the
great herd instinct which regards such conduct as taboo, and
until our practice agrees with our deepest principles there
can be no real equanimity of spirit.

"Living in sin" is a kind of joke as we mention it round
the pahit table, but on through the day and night the never
ceasing 'Thou shalt not' of the unconscious is grinding its
pathway towards the conscious with serious effects on the
peace of mind of those who do not take steps to mend
matters.

Much of our indulgence in alcohol and the inordinate rush
after pleasures and excitements of all kinds are merely the
symptoms of this lack of mental harmony- (Waugh-Scott 1913)

Although they challenged the status quo, the Peet and Waugh-
Scott quotes are two additional voices in support of our belief
that the image of the British actually conveyed to the Malays was
decidedly negative. The "intemperance, unkindness, improvidence,
impurity, concubinage," "indulgence in alcohol," and the fact
that such "living in sin" was spoken of in jest, would have
offended any sensible Malay Muslim. Furthermore, the fact that
the British did not attempt to appreciate the riches of the Malay
culture, but religiously guarded their British customs to the
minutest detail, displayed a lack of genuine interest in the
Malays as people.

In short, although the British were respected for their

administrative skill and technological know-how, the socio-
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economic gap, the British superiority complex, and the prominence
of what the Malays at least would have considered immoral
behavior, all contributed to a negative view of the British.

For

our study, it is important to note that especially since Muslims

don't compartmentalize life into secular and sacred domains, the

Christian church would most certainly have been implicated in the

shortcomings of the British.



CHAPTER 2
Historical Conditioning, Part 2:
British and Missionary Policy
"If the misery of the poor be caused not by the laws of nature,
but by our institutions, great is our sin."

--Charles Darwin

is olicies
The Pre-British Malays

We have considered the effect that British attitudes and
lifestyles were likely to have had on Malaysians in general and
Malays in particular. I would now like to focus on British
policies and programs to determine whether or not they are
perceived by the Malays to have been detrimental to the Malays.
In this, I am interested in how the British colonial system
affected the Malays' relationship to the Christian gospel. The
colonial rule over the Malays has bearing on the Malay
international students' perceptions of Christianity even now.

To understand the changes brought by the British, it is
necessary to know something of the Malay situation before the
coming of the British.

For centuries the Malays lived in scattered villages along
the banks of the main rivers. The few larger centers of
population did little to detract from the impression of a
sparsely populated forested land. The majority of the settled
population were peasant farmers engaged in a primarily
subsistence agricultural economy based on rice. The Malays kept

some livestock, fished the rivers, and supplemented their diet
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with fruits and vegetables grown on home plots. On both sides of
the peninsula, but especially on the east coast, many made a
living from fishing the sea.

Although the economy was basically a subsistence one, there
was always considerable trade along the rivers, in the hands of
the local nobility, or "foreign Malays,"?° Arabs, and later
Chinese. Under a system of tribute to their local chiefs,
villagers collected forest produce such as rattan, bamboo, and
resin which were traded for imported textiles, tobacco, salt, and
iron tools. There was also a valuable export trade in tin and a
smaller one in gold, the two products for which Malaya was most
well known outside of Malaya (Wheatley 1962:xxi-xxiv).

The largest political unit in peninsular Malaya was the
independent state, ruled over by a hereditary monarch with the
Malay title yang di-pertuan (he who is made Lord) or by the Hindu
term for ruler, raja. The title sultan, known in the Malay
states since the coming of Islam, was not widely used until the
20th century. The ruler was supported by a number of territorial
chiefs, holding areas of the state in which they lived; they in
turn were supported by minor chiefs and village headmen whose
responsibilities included administration, revenue collection, and
mustering the people necessary for war or joint labor projects.
The office of yang di-pertuan was first and foremost to express

the symbolic unity of the State and to protect its order and

?The term was sometimes used of Malays from another state,
but more commonly of ethnic Malays (mainly Buginese and certain
Sumatrans) from outside the peninsula.
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integrity. The yang di-pertuan was invested with an aura of
sanctity and the supernatural that were expressed outwardly in
elaborate ceremonial practice and belief, important even though
it often represented no corresponding concentration of power
(Roff 1967:2-3).

The exercise of power by the ruler beyond his district was
limited by the extent to which he could control and command his
territorial chiefs. 1In the mid-nineteenth century as incomes
from the richer tin-bearing areas gave some chiefs a
disproportionate source of economic power, the district ruler was
sometimes left with little control beyond his own district.

In fact, the actual workings of the Malay political system
were seldom characterized by any form of centralized authority in
the mid-19th century when the British presence was being
established. The district chief was the key to political
organization, holding under commission from the sultan an area of
the state in which he exercised direct personal control. Because
the non-subsistence sector of the economy was based on trade
along the river, a chief nearly always lived in the main village
of his district at a strategic point on the river, enabling him
to exact toll on the traffic and to defend his district.

The district chiefs' basis of authority was people, so that
much depended on the ability of a chief to gather and retain a
following both from among his own kin and from the peasants.

In the absence of adequate communication or of a centralized

administration, a sultan had to possess extraordinary personal



92

authority in order to be, in effect, more than a district chief
among district chiefs. It is true that the usual position of the
royal capital at the mouth of the state's principal river, and
thus at the most advantageous of taxation points, gave him an
economic edge, as did the system of tribute. Nevertheless,
proportionate to their power, chiefs retained more income than
they paid and achieved positions rivaling that of their rulers.
The situations in which lesser chiefs did in fact attain power
closely rivaling that of their superiors were marked by
jealousies, fighting, and fission. These were counterbalanced,
though, by a recognition of the value of the sultanate with its
established hierarchy of authority as a validating mechanism for

the whole system.

It was to the advantage of the chiefs to maintain the
sultanate, the symbol of the state and fount of title, as a
basis for their position vis-a-vis each other, as a source
of prize in dynastic maneuvering, and as the embodiment of
the larger political unit with its advantages for trade and
defense. Thus, although the real power of the ruler might
be little greater in political and economic terms than that
of one of the senior chiefs, and though the life of the
state was punctuated by periodic quarrels and intrigues,
there was a general acceptance of the sultanate, if not
necessarily the sultan, as formal head of state.

(Roff 1967:6).

The whole system rested on the division of Malay society
into two main social groups: a ruling class (those of royal
descent) and a subject class. The ruling class consisted of
families which had a customary right to various chiefly offices
which were ranked in a complex order of seniority based on a
system in use during the Melaka sultanate in the 15th century.

As with the office of sultan itself, all the lesser titles had
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their own privileges and symbols of rank, "respected and
jealously guarded as an expression of the virtue inherent in the
office and shared by the holder and his kin" (Roff 1967:4). The
concept of the sharp distinction of status between the rulers and
the ruled and concern for its expression was of critical interest
to the traditional elite. The boundary between subject class and
ruling class was thus strictly enforced. At the base of this
social system were the ordinary Malay rice cultivators, owing
obedience to their local chief and with little knowledge of the
world beyond their village.

A Double Standard

Early British administrators, seeking rationalization for
British intervention in Malaya, were quick to point out abuses in
the Malay system. Swettenham (1900a:260), for example, referred
to the rule of the various chiefs as despotic. He (1948:141)
elsewhere said that the rulers had stripped their people of all
initiative and that "the normal state . . was robbery, battle,
and murder."

Malay historian of Malay history, Syed Hussein Alatas (1977
:131) complains that this is a case of the colonial Europeans
parading the vices of native rulers while ignoring their own. It
is true that the colonial rulers never failed to point out the
inhumane actions of their Malay predecessors, while explaining
away the great injustices perpetrated by their own people.
Referring back to the Dutch rule, American historian Clive Day

(1904:49) says the opportunism and economic exploitation of the
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Dutch "was the natural motto to follow when in contact with the
native political organization." The following description shows
that Day (1904:49) is somehow able to twist even the worst of
Dutch policy into something respectable:
In attempting to pick their way in the tortuous paths
of native politics the Dutch made mistakes which were
sometimes followed by disastrous results, and the course
that they pursued in some cases is decidedly questionable
from the standpoint of modern ethical standards. There is
much to criticize, but there is something of boldness and
sagacity that commands admiration in this side of Dutch
policy.
What was "decidedly questionable" ethically was blamed not on the
Dutch but on the "tortuous paths" of native politics. The
victims are blamed rather than the exploiters. The full force of
the colonial evils is softened further by the terminology used.
Whereas Dutch mistakes are "decidedly questionable," Malay
mistakes are labelled the result of "greed," despotism" and
"moral depravity."

This double standard is seen in the British criticism of the
native rulers' inability to fight epidemics, while aggressively
promoting the sale of opium, the result of which was far more
devastating than any epidemic which hit Malaya (Alatas 1977:15-
16). Edwin Hodder (1890:73), in a history of the worldwide
expansion of Christianity entitled The Conquest of the Cross,
wrote of English adventurer Rajah Brooke's mistakes in Sarawak
merely that it would be "inopportune to attempt to discuss the

vexed questions that have arisen in connection with the energetic

methods and severe repressive measures . . ." Hodder went on in
detail to praise Brooke for his skill in administration,
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"especially in connection with the civilization of the natives
and the planting of Christianity amongst them."

Going back to Malay society at the time of the coming of the
British, the British account of Malay social disintegration was
clearly exaggerated, especially where it suggested either
systematic or motiveless tyranny (Roff 1967:9). Yet, the British
view finds strong support from a few extant Malay accounts.

Malay author Abdullah wrote in 1843 (1970:269) a dismal
description of the situation of the Malays under Malay rulership:

I viewed with particular disfavour the lives led by the
Malays and the circumstances of those with whom I had been
acquainted. I had observed their conduct, behaviour and
habits from my youth up to the present time and had found
that, as time went on, so far from becoming more intelligent
they became more and more stupid. I considered the matter
carefully in my mind and came to the conclusion that there
were several reasons for this state of affairs, but that the
main one was the inhumanity and the repressive tyranny of
the Malay rulers, especially towards their own subjects.

Abdullah accused the Malay rulers of stifling the will to
learn, to work hard, and to better oneself. He wrote as follows:

As it is, under Malay rule ordinary folk cannot lift up
their heads and enjoy themselves, and dare not show any
originality for it is forbidden by the ruler. Wishing
possibly to build themselves finely decorated houses of
stone they are afraid to do so. They are afraid to wear
fine clothing, shoes and umbrellas in case they are taboo.
They are afraid even to keep fine clothing in their houses
because it is said that such things are the perquisites only
of royalty. Rich men especially live in perpetual fear and
are fortunate if their only losses are their belongings.

For indeed their very lives are in danger. Means are found
whereby such men may be penalized and mulched of their
belongings. If a man is reluctant to lend any of his most
cherished possessions, it is accounted a serious offense.
And once he has given them up they are lost forever; he will
never see them again. A beautiful young girl in his house
is like a raging poison, for it is quite certain that the
ruler will take her as one of his wives with or without her
guardian's permission. This practice more than any other
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arouses the hatred of the servants of Allah. I heard of
one courageous man who refused to part with his daughter.
The ruler ordered him to be murdered on some pretext, and
then took the child away. All such acts as these are
forbidden by Allah and His Prophet and incur the censure of
mankind throughout the world. (Abdullah 1970:271)

Alatas (1977:135) counters that Abdullah's beliefs are
atypical of Malays in general in that he was a Western-educated
British sympathizer, employed by the likes of British
dignitaries. Alatas believes, moreover, that the British
colonial scholars suppressed material critical of British rule,
but promoted Abdullah's work specifically because it was pro-
British.

Alatas (1977:135) admits that there were numerous cases of
Malay abuse of power, but he contends that this was not the nornm,
and that the British have blamed a whole social class for the
abuses of a few. There were in fact a number of checks on the
arbitrary use of power by the aristocracy. Firstly, the ruler
and ruled alike shared a common rural life in which status
differences were reflected only to a limited extent by
differences in material welfare. Secondly, systematic
oppression would have been counterproductive in village life
because it would have resulted in lack of cooperation in
production of goods and services. A ruler's power lay in his
ability to attract and keep people under his protective sphere.
If he could not win the allegiance of people, he could not
increase his own wealth and security. Finally, there was the

ultimate protest open to peasants faced with intolerable

conditions - departure to another area. Roff (1967:11) reports
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that this option was frequently taken. There was no shortage of
land, houses were easily built, and peasants had few possessions.
A ruler who became despotic could easily lose his subjects to a
more benevolent ruler down the river.

Malay Devolution

While the British overemphasized the bad state of affairs of
the Malay states, I believe Alatas and the Malays have been too
favorable in their assessment of pre-British Malay society. 1In
his determination to put the colonial powers in a bad light,
Alatas downplays examples of abuse on the part of pre~British
Malay rulers. For example, he makes no distinction between the
inhumanity of certain sultans who had their entire families
tortured and put to death, or who for entertainment threw naked
women into a pit of hungry tigers, and a senior British officer
who enjoyed forcing young boys to box each other until the blood
flowed and who delighted in the spectacle of releasing ducks in
the midst of fierce dogs (Alatas 1977:11,131,133).

The aforementioned mitigating factors granted, there appears
to be no question that the determining characteristic of the
relationship between the Malay subject and ruling class was
unquestioning submission. This relationship is expressed in a
number of rueful Malay sayings: "Whoever becomes king, my hands
still go to my forehead" (in homage); to try to help someone
under the wrath of the sultan is "like helping a cow catch a
tiger"; and a peasant standing up against his or her ruler is

"like a soft cucumber fighting a prickly durian fruit."
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Neither the subordinate position of the subject class nor

the right of the ruling class to demand goods and services from
them were questioned. Any significant accumulation of property
was expropriated from the peasants. Indebtedness was common and
led to the personal servitude of debt-bondage (Roff 1967:10).
The system of corvee labor which supported the ruling class and
built and maintained village paths, boat docks, and mosques, was

typically onerous.
Though it may be overdrawn, Miller's description (1966:90)
of mid-19th century peninsular Malaya paints a basically accurate

picture of how far the Malay states had fallen from the glory

days of the Melaka sultanate:

Life existed under a dark pall of lawlessness and inter-
necine warfare in which the chiefs with the best fighters
remained in possession of a port, or a stretch of river, or
a slice of country in the interior, and the ruler clung to
his throne by armed might. Robbery and murder went
unpunished unless royalty or the nobility were victims.
Taxation on the peasants was crushing, and the homes of
rulers and chiefs were stocked with slaves who worked off
their debts in years of subjection. To the immediate
outside world, many of the Malay States were reaching a
stage of complete disintegration; Winstedt, in one of his

histories, described some of the States as "committing hara-
kiri.n

Why Malay society had devolved to such a state is a matter
for future discussion. The point here is that when the British
entered Malaya, civil wars, fratricidal struggles, and oppressive

conditions were rampant so that the Malay states were in a state

of serious decline.
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The primary goal of British involvement in Malaya was the
creation of political stability and Western-style government as a
necessary precondition of and context for economic and commercial
development (Malays would say "exploitation") of the country's
natural resources. Providing a moral rationale for this endeavor
was an expressed concern for the welfare and advancement of the
Malay people within the framework of traditional Malay society.
The contradiction inherent in these aims, the one impossible to
realize under existing Malay institutions and the other dedicated
to their preservation, led to what Roff (1967:13) calls "the
schizoid character of British Malay policy."

The British recognized that the Malays were not asking for a
new government system. Partly as a means of avoiding social
unrest, and partly in the interests of the "protectorate"
relationship, the British colonial policy sought to shield Malay
village life from the disruptive effects of the new economic
development. An abundance of land made it possible to allot
large tracts to European and Chinese plantation and mining
enterprises without seriously infringing upon Malay property
rights. The problem of providing a sufficient and cheap labor
force when the Malays were either too few in number or reluctant
to become wage laborers was solved by the wholesale introduction
of immigrant workers from southern China and the British
possessions in India. Land policies in the 20th century were

calculated to keep the Malays cultivating traditional crops on
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their customary land.

Roff (1967:13) states that British rule and the importation
of immigrant labor had the cumulative effect of leaving "Malay
life behind like a prahu in the wake of an ocean liner, rocking
slightly but otherwise left to its own way." Malay society was
indeed rocked with ocean liner-sized changes that came with speed
boat rapidity. Between 1880 and 1900 the combined population of
Perak and Selangor (the two states with the most direct British
involvement) rose from 130,000 to about 600,000, most of the
growth coming from foreign, predominantly Chinese, immigration.
Tin mines boomed, and countless hectares of primal jungle were
transformed into oil palm and rubber plantations, to the extent
that Malaya quickly became the world's leading producer of tin,
palm o0il, and natural rubber. The total revenue of the states
under British protection rose more than 30-fold, and the value of
exports increased more than 80-fold.?'! By 1900, 1,500 miles of
paved road and 300 miles of railway traversed the peninsula (Roff
1967:13) .

The growth of the government administrative bureaucracy kept
pace with the other developments. In the separate protected
states and after 1895 in the new federation centralized

departments were established for finance, public works,

education, police, agriculture, and lands and mines. With the

“* The virtually unlimited supply of cheap labor from China
and India made possible the exploitation of Malayan agricultural
and mineral resources without obliging the Malays to share
significantly in the task or its rewards.
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executive positions reserved exclusively for the British, all
areas of public life quickly were subsumed under British control.

In all practical terms the Malays came to play little part

in the shaping of their lives, though side by side with the

Western structure of economic and administrative growth, the

form and some of the substance of the pre-colonial world was

preserved in sufficient degree to ensure that traditional
life could to all appearances go on much as before. (Roff

1967:14)

After the initial and disastrous neglect of local
sensitivities displayed in the events surrounding the 1875 Birch
murder, the British attempted to make the traditional Malay elite
feel included in the running of the government. The chiefs were
given salaried positions as "Native Magistrates" and were
consulted on all matters of state, especially those concerning
Malay affairs. Although the British had taken over the
government, the traditional Malay hierarchy was preserved and
even strengthened by British rule (Butcher 1979:8). The
centralization of power within each state had the effect of
emasculating the independent authority of district chiefs. The
sultans' position was now supported by real as well as ritual
authority, and so they enjoyed a security previously unknown.
With British endorsement they were no longer in danger of being
outshone by district chiefs of lower rank.

The Malay aristocracy's traditional hierarchical order was
preserved by the bestowing of administrative titles and
corresponding salaries commensurate with their previous rank and
influence. (In practice they were not expected to do much more

than live off of their government allowances.)
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The British educational policy also maintained the
distinction between the aristocracy and the rakyat (the masses).
Special government schools were established exclusively for
children of Malay royal descent. Although the schools did little
to prepare the students for anything but subordinate government
posts, they became one more symbol of the sacrosanct nature of
the Malay aristocracy.

Overall the British had stripped the substance from Malay
rule, leaving the skeleton of Malay traditional status intact.
The swift and severe retribution for the 1875 Birch murder and
the equally decisive response to a rebellion in the state of
Pahang caused by chiefs who were discontent about salary scales
(Linehan 1936:129,134) made it clear that it was futile to openly
resist British power. Thus, the Malay chiefs settled for the
best that they could get--the security that came with the
official recognition of their status. Even then it was an
unwilling acquiescence to a situation beyond their control.
Throughout the British rule, records are full of petitions by
Malay aristocrats complaining of inadequate representation and
insufficient attention to their interests (Roff 1967:17).

As the complexity of the administration grew, because of the
rapidly expanding Chinese mining and commercial community, with
concomitant urban growth, financial operations, land management,
and communications, the sphere of influence of the Malay chiefs
correspondingly diminished. Their traditional status intact, the

chiefs were left with no real say beyond assistance in minor
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incidents of Malay life alone.

The educational system also reflected the schizoid tension
inherent in a system committed to preservation for the Malays in
the midst of far-reaching innovation. With the exception of a
few Malay elite who were provided an education patterned after
the British public school system (and this only in order to give
the Malay elite token subordinate government posts), the
educational policy towards the Malays was designed (with the
approval of some of the Malay aristocracy) merely to make them
better farmers. While English was fast becoming an indispensable
qualification for government appointments, the British pushed
Malay vernacular education for the Malays. English classes were
not even offered. This had the effect of excluding Malays from
positions of influence, not to mention involvement in the broader
commercial sphere.

Clearly, the subordination of Malays was intentional. 1In
1896, a survey of 4,365 past pupils of Malay vernacular schools
in the state of Perak found that only 118 were employed as
"clerks and orderlies." The majority were farmers. The
situation only worsened with time. Of the 2,900 students who
left the vernacular schools in 1903, only one became a clerk
(Roff 1967:25). Resident E.W. Birch approved of this pattern,
commenting that it was good that the Malays were not being "over-
educated," but rather were following in the footsteps of their
parents by working on the fields (Birch 1912:444).

An official 1905 government report ("The System of Education
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1905:9) on education admitted that the Malay vernacular school
curriculum was extremely limited (confined to literacy and basic
arithmetic), "but sufficient for the ordinary requirements of
Malay boys, who will become bullock-wagon drivers, padi growers,
fishermen, etc."

Commenting on the exclusion of English from the curriculum,
Frank Swettenham (1891:16) explained that it was not advisable
"to attempt to give the children of an agricultural population an
indifferent knowledge of a language that to all but a very few
would only unfit them for the duties of life and make them
discontent with anything like manual labor." Swettenham
(1906:258), later, in his usual patronizing manner, defended
Perak state's allocation of only one percent of its budget to

education by stating that

the results are not unsatisfactory, and the Government has

never desired to give the children a smattering, or even a

larger quantity, of knowledge which will not help them to

more useful and happy lives than they now lead. To the

Malay the principle value of school attendance is to teach

him habits of order, punctuality and obedience.

In fairness to the British, it must be said that many of the
Malays themselves resisted anything that threatened to disturb
their traditional village life. The introduction of free
government Malay schools in Perak and Selangor in the 1870s and
1880s was met with suspicion. It was only by patience and
persuasion that school attendance was increased.

Much of the village Malays' distrust of the British-

sponsored schools lay in the fear that the children would be

seduced to the Christianity with which the British were
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associated. To counteract this fear, the British appointed
Quranic teachers and made classes in Quran reading mandatory.

The standard of instruction in the village schools was
appallingly low. I have already alluded to the serious
underfunding. A system seriously handicapped by a gross shortage
of materials was further debased by incompetent teachers.
Teachers' skills were barely above those of their students. R.J.
Wilkinson (1906:61), Inspector of Malay Schools for the Federated
Malay States from 1903 to 1906, discovered that very few of the
Malay school teachers had ever read a single book beyond the
textbooks and prayer books that were actually used in class. He
lamented that "The destruction of the old Malay literary instinct
--even more than the loss of so much of the literature itself--
is a painful feature of the change that has come over Malay
letters since they have been entrusted to European guidance."

The low priority given to the education of the Malays is
demonstrated by the fact that prior to 1902, the salary of a
Malay assistant teacher was less than that of the lowest ranking
Tamil laborer (Wright and Cartwright 1908:226).

Subsequent reforms gradually lifted vernacular Malay
education from its miserable state, but it remained designed
essentially "'to educate the rural population in a suitable rural
manner and equip them to live a useful, happy rural life'"
(Personal communication from O.T.Dussek to William Roff recorded

in Roff 1967:28).

A growing demand for English-educated staff from both the
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government bureaucracy and private business placed a financial
strain on the administration. The government turned to the
Christian missions to supply much of this need. Because the
government discouraged proselytization among the Malays for fear
of arousing Muslim-Malay antagonism, the missions turned
naturally to providing education for the non-Malays, who
predominated in the towns of the protected states where all such
English-medium schools were established. Some attempt was made
to compensate for the effects of the schools being in urban areas
by providing scholarships and hostel accommodations for rural
Malays prepared to come into the towns. The system did not work
very satisfactorily: village children did not adjust well to the
towns away from their own homes and were often neglected, and
parents were reluctant to let them go. One effect of the
transfer of education to the Christians missions was to place
instruction in English even further beyond the reach of Malays.
Although the mission schools were willing to give ordinary
secular schooling to Malays, few Malay parents were willing to
risk the possible alienation from Islam that sending their
children to Christian schools might entail. By 1900 there were
twenty-four English schools in peninsular Malaya, all but seven
of which were under mission control, with an overwhelmingly non-
Malay enrollment ("The System of Education in the F.M.S."
1905:12-15).

The seven non-mission government English schools were also

located in the towns, thus available mainly to the Chinese,
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Indians, and Eurasians. The 1901 census (Report on the Census of
the F.M.S.,, 1901 1902:28) of the Federated States showed that of

the three largest towns (Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh, and Taiping), fewer
than ten percent were Malay.

The overall effect of the British educational policy on the
Malays (of which the Christian mission schools were a part) was
to keep the Malays hopelessly out of step with the rapid changes
going on around them. They were ill-prepared to compete in the
highly competitive Chinese business sector, ill-equipped to cope
with the rapidly encroaching industrialization, and made
powerless against the British administrative juggernaut.

Britis t on Mala ife
Benefits

We have briefly viewed the effect of the British
administration upon Malay schooling. We now turn to the broader
topic of the British impact on the quality of life of the Malays.
In his 1900 book, The Real Malay (1900a:258-262), Frank
Swettenham gives a lengthy discourse on the positive changes
brought by the British. Permit me to cite a lengthy portion of
the text, as it is representative of the nearly universally

accepted British colonial belief about British influence in

Malaya:

There was a time, not many years ago, when the Malay
Peninsula was a sealed book to white men. The whole country
was divided into eight or ten States, and each State was
despotically governed by one man--sultan, raja, or chief, as
the case might be. Under this hereditary ruler there were
always a number of more or less powerful chiefs, who
nominally held their offices from the head of the State; but
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cultivated it. Work was plentiful, wages high, and the
labourers few; so all classes became rich, as the resources
of the country were exploited by Chinese and other
immigrants, who now flocked into the States. Hospitals were
built, the sick attended, sanitation insisted upon, and epi-
demics of cholera and smallpox--the scourge and terror of
the country--disappeared as by magic. The long-abandoned
fields were cultivated, and plentiful harvests added to the
comfort and prosperity of the labouring classes, who saw
their children educated in Government schools, where
reading, writing, and simple courses of figures, all taught
in Malay, were supplemented by the study of the Koran. The
man who used to walk about with three daggers in his belt,
two spears in his left hand, a sword under his right arm,
and a gun over his shoulder, now goes into the jungle with
only a chopping knife; and the boy of tender years has given
up his array of miniature weapons for a slate and a bundle
of books.

"The old order changeth," and, in the case of the Malay,
the change amounts to something like regeneration. But the
miracles that have been wrought are all evident to eye and
ear. The increase of comfort, the better houses, better
clothes, the cultivated fields and cared-for orchards--
signs of freedom, prosperity, and safety--these are but the
reflection of administrative progress; of roads, railways,
canals, and waterworks; of solid and even handsome public

buildings, populous well-ordered towns, and beautiful parks
and gardens.

In short, says Swettenham (1948:xvi), the British "have raised
the Malays to a condition of comfort and happiness never before
known in their history."

While we may wish to completely dismiss Swettenham as a
pompous British official, blind to all faults of his beloved,
noble British Empire, there were, in fact, some Malays who shared
Swettenham's views. Abdullah (1970:269-271) had much to say
about the corruption and tyranny endemic to the ruling class:

It was no light tyranny that was exercised by the Malay

rulers, apart from a few who were good. Women and children

who caught their fancy they have abducted by force as though
they were taking chickens, with no sort of fear of Allah or
regard for His creatures. They have often murdered men

whose offenses in no way merited death, just as they would
kill an ant. They have plundered the property of other men,
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killing the owners or dragging them off into captivity. If
they owe money they refuse to pay it. They are very fond of
gambling, cock-fighting, opium-eating and keeping a host of
slaves. . . . They send the royal spear to a house demanding
the owner's goods with threats, and they take away his
womenfolk by force. There are many other disgraceful
practices apart from these, which I feel too

ashamed to mention in this book. Besides, they despise the
servants of Allah, human beings like themselves, and look
upon them as dogs. When they pass by on the road, they
order everyone to stay by the roadside, in the mud and the
filth. They keep young girls by the score, sometimes more
than a hundred, as concubines in the palace. . . . It is
obvious that the things I have mentioned are simply means of
gratifying the ruler's lusts. They are neither right nor in
accordance with the laws of Islam, nor are they approved or
condoned by public opinion. They are done just to suit the
ruler's own pleasure. Sometimes he has ten or twenty
children. One or two of them may be good but the rest
behave like devils. . . . When they grow up however wicked
the things their father did they themselves may be three
times worse. As for the poor people who are the victims of
this oppression, this injustice, this tyranny, they are in
no position to make any complaints, save only to Allah.

. . . Was there not a time when half the world was under
Malay dominion and rule? . . . Why have their lands been
despoiled by Allah ere now, and passed into foreign bondage.
Is it not because of extreme injustice and tyranny that

Allah has weakened them and enslaved them under alien
rule?®

It is possible to assess the sentiments of the subject class
towards the ruling class from the proverbs ard idioms of the day.
While the literate ruling class likely encouraged and preserved
those which supported the status quo, several sayings have
survived which reflect the popular resentment against the ruling
class. The unopposable power of the ruling class in relation to

the subject class was compared to that between a tiger and a goat

“’Alatas (1977:135) rejects Abdullah's writings as those of
a British propagandist because Abdullah worked for certain
British higher-ups. While it is true that he rubbed shoulders
with British elite, it is also true that his writings were
completely independent of British patronage, and were not
uniformly uncritical of the British.
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(Macam kambing dengan rimau--"Like a goat against a tiger"). The
unequal relationship was also expressed by the comparison between
the soft cucumber and the thorny durian fruit (Macam timun dengan
durian--"Like a cucumber against a durian"). The effects of a
ruler's impositions are compared to those of a rampaging elephant
entering a village (Gajah masuk kampong). The suffering caused
by the struggles between rival chiefs is compared to the
suffering of a small animal caught between two fighting elephants
(Gajah sama gajah berjuang, pelanduk mati di tengah--"When two
elephants fight, a mousedeer caught in the middle is killed.").
The expression Kais pagi, makan pagi; kais petang, makan petang--
"Scratch/dig up the soil in the morning, eat in the morning;
scratch/dig up the soil in the evening, eat in the evening" was
used to express the day-to-day survival drudgery experienced by
the subject class.

Mohamed Amin (1977:68), himself a Malay, and Jomo (1988:20),
a Malaysian, note that pre-colonial resistance to the British
lacked popular support because of the Malay rulers' oppressive
and exploitative relationship to the rakyat (masses).

There were clearly elements of truth in Swettneham's
assessment. Particularly at its beginning, British colonization
brought definite benefits to the Malays. Most of the Malays
remained peasant cultivators, and as such were better off
following the imposition of British control. The establishment
of internal peace and ordered government removed the constant

fear of embroilment in the rivalries of Malay aristocratic
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factions. The stripping of the power of the chiefs to exact
service and tribute lightened the burden of toil. Debt-slavery
was abolished. Furthermore, the introduction of civil law based
neither on power nor hereditary social rank removed some of the
uncertainties of life.

Detriments

Indebtedness. Certainly the pro-peasant rhetoric of the
British administration was strong, but we need only to dig a
little beneath the surface to find the true and lasting impact of
the British upon the bulk of the Malay population. To begin
with, colonial rule transformed a primarily subsistence economy
into one increasingly dictated by market forces. The more
predictable and stable order imposed under colonial rule
contributed in a decisive manner to encouraging peasant commodity
production. More importantly, it established the conditions for
cash crop cultivation, primarily for export to foreign markets
While the peasantry stood to enjoy considerably higher incomes
from export-oriented cash-cropping, it was also exposed to the
vicissitudes of a capitalist-dominated world market beyond its
control.

Ultimately, the most destructive consequence was that the
growing commercialization of the Malay peasant economy,
especially with trade expansion and the increasing market
orientation of production, increased the role of credit. The
spread of commodity exchange and the introduction of capital

undermined long-existing forms of mutual assistance, which
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previously served to minimize credit needs in pre-colonial Malay
society.??

In the newly monetized and commercialized colonial economy,
the absence of a fair credit system hurt the peasants badly
(Kratoska 1975). Having little access to cash beyond the returns
from the sale of their produce, the peasants became fair game for
unscrupulous money lenders. Used to producing for their own
consumption needs, Malay peasants were ill-prepared for the
rapidly commercializing economy. With old social and economic
relations breaking down and non-monetized forms of exchange
displaced by transactions requiring cash, peasant dependence on
credit mushroomed.

Indebtedness among padi cultivators tended to be especially
high because of the seasonal nature of their production and,
hence, income flow. Approximately 80 percent of rice cultivators
in Melaka (Narkswasdi and Selvadurai 1967:150, cited in Jomo
1988:43) and Selangor (Selvadurai 1972:66 in Jomo 1988:43)
borrowed annually, mainly for consumption purposes.’® Although
most of the seasonal loans were usually repaid at harvest time,

some was carried over. Before long, this accumulated, resulting

33 wrhe erosion of the significance of tolong menolong
(mutual help) in rural life is part of the process of the
incorporation of the rural economy into the capitalistic system
with its stress upon the maximization of profit and . . . the
individual rather than the interests of the community" (Mokhzani,
Abdul Rahim 1973:429).

1 For example, in Melaka in 1965, "two-thirds of all loans
were used for consumption or domestic purposes...; loans applied
to direct farm investment made up only four percent of the
average borrowed" (Ho 1969:30).
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in chronic debt.

Indebtedness was also correlated to the incidence of tenancy
and landlordism. Land, a saleable commodity since the coming of
the British, could be advanced as collateral for credit (and thus
could be lost in case of failure to repay), as well as sold to
relieve indebtedness. As a result, many peasants were reduced to
sharecropping. Land ownership also undermined the practice of
shifting agriculture.

Class Differentiation. Another result of the introduction
of credit was the widening of the gap between Malay social
classes. Since wealth was seen as an indicator of the likelihood
of loan repayment (Barnard 1973:127), credit was less easily
available and interest rates were substantially higher for the
poorer peasants. This was especially serious because poorer
Malays spent a greater proportion of their credit on meeting
consumption needs than on productive investments. Thus, their
productivity tended to decrease year after year, resulting in
increased poverty and increasingly exorbitant interest rates on
loans. The end result was that the poor Malay rice farmers
became relatively poorer.

One of the major prongs of colonial agricultural policy was
the encouragement of increased Malay peasant food production for
consumption by the labor force engaged in the capitalist sector
(primarily Indians on rubber and oil palm estates, and Chinese
tin miners), thereby minimizing the loss of foreign exchange.

Discouraging Malays from engaging in cash crop (rubber and palm



115

0il) production was ostensibly to shield them from vulnerability
to the vicissitudes of the world market. Actually, the British

did not want to lose money importing food for their labor force.
The British saved money, while the Malays were excluded from the
lucrative rubber market.

The Malay Reservations Enactment of 1913 is another example
of a policy which was alleged to protect the interests of the
Malay peasantry, but, in fact, accelerated the process of class
differentiation among rural Malays (Lim Teck Ghee 1971:154).
Under this Enactment, colonial Residents were empowered to
declare any land within their state, reservation land, which
could not be sold, leased, or otherwise disposed of to non-
Malays. Colonial legislators blamed the shortage of peasant land
on non-Malays, but it was really due to rapid alienation of land
to plantations for British capitalist interests.

The colonial authorities made the Malay peasantry pay a
heavy price for reservation land by imposing crop conditions.
Since rubber cultivation was consistently more remunerative than
padi production, the Malays continually opted to switch to
rubber. While it is true that the new policy kept the
reservation land within Malay hands, its objective from the
British viewpoint was to protect the traditional padi land. The
British insisted on traditional rice cultivation on the
reservation land (Lim Teck Ghee 1971:158).

The British further excluded the Malay rakyat (masses) from

the more lucrative cash crops by passing laws stipulating that
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rubber could only be tapped on large tracts of land, thus
favoring the wealthy Malay ruling class and further widening the
Malay social gap.

The implementation of the reservations policy also resulted
in the falling of land prices by as much as 50 percent, so that
Malay peasant land-owners often petitioned for their property to
be excluded from reservation land (Lim Teck Ghee 1971:206).

Since reservation land was no longer good security for credit
from non-Malays, the participation by wealthier Malays in
usurious activities was encouraged considerably since they alone
were able to accept Malay peasant land as collateral for loans.
With this advantage, Malay creditors could charge higher interest
rates. Consequently, wealthier Malays were able to purchase the
developed reservation land at lower prices than on the open
market. The Malay Reservations Enactment thus contributed to the
social stratification of the Malay community and to some
concentration of land-ownership among wealthier rural Malays.?

This can be seen in the case of a Malay reservation
established in 1919 which was studied by Fisk (1961:22):

Under these circumstances it must be concluded that the

application of the Malay Reservation Enactment to this

reservation, while preserving Malay ownership of much of the

area, has not been effective as a means of promoting a

sturdy, independent and relatively prosperous Malay
peasantry living from the operation of its own land. On the

2*> While the British regularly cited the Malay Reservations
Enactment as an example of their protecting the interests of the
Malays, the fact that a majority of the Malays petitioned against
it, and that the Malays were not included in the formulation of
the policy (Lim Teck Ghee 1971:205), indicates that the British
were merely looking out for their own self-interests.
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contrary, disruptive social and economic factors are tending
to produce a small number of Malay landlords renting their
land . . . and an increasing body of impoverished landless
Malays living within the reservation.

Besides claiming to protect Malay interests, British
propaganda made groundless allegations that the Malay poor were
reckless in their rubber tapping methods. The British claimed
that, among other things, the Malays ruthlessly tapped so that
the bark replacement could not keep up with bark consumption (Lim
Teck Ghee 1971:228). A 1930 survey by the Rubber Research
Institute presented evidence refuting the claims that the Malays
were inefficient rubber tappers (Lim Teck Ghee 1971:229), but the
myths prevailed.

Moreover, the British blamed non-Malay middlemen (petty
traders and small money lenders) as the cause of peasant
impoverishment, while administrative causes were conveniently
ignored. Jomo (1988:35) states that "the middleman represents
the conspicuous tip of the iceberg of commercial capital
exploiting peasants."

While the British all but forced the Malays to continue padi
cultivation, administrative support was minimal. Drainage and
irrigation services for peasant land were virtually non-existent.
"Roads and other communications were built to serve estates and
mines; any benefits to peasants were mainly incidental, rather
than by design" (Jomo 1988:70).

In short, the colonial state consistently responded in the
interests of capital--especially British capital--against the

interests of the poor Malays.
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In this research, I am interested in the Malays' view of
their colonizers. What faults did the Malays find with the
Portuguese, Dutch, and British, and more importantly, how closely
did the Malays associate Christianity with those faults? In his
important volume, The Myth of the Lazy Native, Syed Hussein
Alatas, professor of Malay studies at the University of
Singapore, presents the representative current Malay viewpoint.
He argues that the European colonizers utilized the idea of the
lazy native to justify innumerable unjust practices.
The image of the native under domination is the most un-
provoked prejudice entertained by a dominant group towards
the subject people. The Malays gave up their land and
political power to the British. They were displaced from
mining. They accepted the situation where the wealth of the
country was drained to England and to-other countries. They
became the poor in their own country. They had to share
their country with a sizeable immigrant population who were
brought down in the interest of colonial capitalism. Yet
despite their acceptance of all these they were accused of
indolence, treachery, amok running, etc. (Alatas 1977:127)
Alatas (1977:2) further contends that although the British
rulers were personally benign individually, colonial capitalism
was ruthlessly exploitative, designed solely to suit the interest
of the alien ruling power.

It is vital to our interests that Alatas associates
Christianity with the evils and self-interest of colonialism.
"The twin gospel, commercial benefit for the mother country and

civilization for the natives, which includes Western Christianity

(emphasis mine), became the reigning ideology" (Alatas 1977:117).
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In the eyes of many Malays, the European colonizers, Christians
included (the Malays made no distinction between Europeans as to
religious practice--all were "Christian"), promulgated this "twin
gospel" "to justify conquest and domination" (Alatas

1977:117).

Alatas' thesis is that the colonizers employed degrading
stereotypes of the natives to further justify their exploitative
control. 1In his Introduction, Alatas (1977:17) names "the
church" as one of the institutions which used its power to impart
the ideology of the lazy native in order to keep the Malays in
subjection to British rule. Furthermore, it is highly
significant that Alatas includes Christian missionaries among
those who proclaimed the natives "indolent, dull, treacherous,
and childish" (Alatas 1977:112). Whether or not these
accusations against the church and missionaries were generally
true is far less important than the fact that it was or is
perceived to be true.

Based on the ideology of the lazy native, a status ranking
dominated by race was created: "The Europeans formed the ruling
class at the top of the hierarchy; next came those of mixed
European blood and Christian in faith; then came the foreign
Asian immigrant communities and finally the native population"
(Alatas 1977:18). Put simply, in the Malays' estimation, the
Christians were at the top and the Malays were at the bottom.

The rest were in between.

As discussed earlier, the British endeavored to be
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gentlemanly and humane in their treatment of the Malays on an
individual basis. Yet, they were not entirely successful in
presenting a positive image of themselves. Abdullah (1970:71-
72), who was himself generous in his judgment of the English,
lamented that his people, the Malays, judged their colonizers on
the basis of a few bad Britishers "following the Malay proverb,
'A single buffalo has mud on it and the whole herd is smeared.'
Such deeds and behaviour remain long in the memories of other
men, for one man tells another and the tale passes round until it
becomes firmly rooted in peoples' minds." The result, according
to Abdullah, is that the British were generally feared. "Anyone
happening to meet an Englishman at once fled far away" (Abdullah
1970:71) .

Alatas agrees that the British were feared, but he
challenges Abdullah's belief that the British did not deserve
such a reaction. Alatas (1977:134) contends that Abdullah was
blindly sympathetic to the English, and that his work was
aggressively disseminated by the British for the very reason that
it served as pro-British propaganda.

Indeed, the British had to rely on propaganda, says Alatas,
because their schemes were so patently self-serving that they 