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St op passi ng the buck!

i ewed by Cheah Boon Kheng

THE May 1969 inter-racial disorders in Peninsular Ml aysia may be traced
to the racist ideology and so-called "pro-Ml ay" policies of the British
col oni al order, which were introduced during the econom c depression of
the 1930s. These policies had distinct racial overtones, discrim nated
agai nst the Chinese and Indians, and for the first tinme, "played off" one
race agai nst the other.

This highly original but contentious perspective cones from soci ol ogi st
Dr Colin Abraham author of Divide and Rule, who seens to suggest that in
giving in to Malay nationalism the British authorities not only put down
the other races, but also set the pattern of race relations for post-

i ndependence Mal aysi a.

Abrahamal so inplies that by giving in to Mal ay demands, the British
wer e encouragi ng Mal ay nationalism On page 252, he states: "Indeed, there
is fairly plausible evidence to suggest that Malay nationalismitself was
stinmul ated by the col onial governnent". Unfortunately, however, the
"pl ausi bl e evi dence" is not presented.

Di vi de and Rul e, based on a doctoral dissertation submtted to Oxford
University in the 1970s is, therefore, a provocative, hard-hitting
critique of British colonial ethnic ideology and race rel ations.

Probabl y because of these strong views, this incisive work on Ml aysi an
social history has taken a long tine to see publication. Another reason
could be the radical Mrxist theoretical framework underpinning much of
the work, though as applied here, it appears to be a rather intelligent
and i magi nati ve one.

Si nce Abraham has rai sed several other contentious issues which serve as
excel l ent yeast for acadenic debates, let ne first conment on the merits
of this book before making any points of disagreenment. The aut hor was, for
many years until his retirenent, a teaching colleague at Universiti Sains
Mal aysi a.

Firstly, the early chapters of Divide and Rule are quite lively and
readabl e when they di scuss the historical background of early col onial
rule in the Straits Settlenments and the Mal ay States, colonial ethnic
i deol ogy, labour and imm gration, and Mal ay econonmic and political issues.
The key chapters are, however, on col onial |abour and inmgration
pol i ci es.

Because his analysis is so theory and race-oriented, Abraham has a sharp
eye for apt quotations fromBritish colonial officials to support his
argunents about colonial ethnic ideology. In no other Ml aysian historica
work have | seen such a juidicious selection of quotes which condemm their
speakers as racists. Abrahanis grasp of colonial history is good; so is
his use of colonial docunentary sources.

For instance, he has a beautiful "racial" line from Governor Jervois in
1876 - two years after British intervention in Perak - to show how t he
Chi nese presence was used as a rationale to "protect” the Ml ays from
Chi nese econoni ¢ doni nance and prevent conflict between the two groups:
"in the interests of the Malays thenselves, it will conpel us sooner or
|later to intervene ... | think we must | ook forward to the necessity that
will arise of our eventually having to keep the peace in sone way between
the Mal ays, the Chinese and the |Indian popul ati on". Numerous ot her
quot ations conme fromofficials |ike Frank Swettenham and Hugh difford.

Abr aham shows quite cogently how British officials devised a col oni al



policy of dividing | abour along ethnic lines; the sanme rules applied
during the subsequent |arge-scale inmgration of Chinese and Indians into
Mal aya fromthe late 1870s. To justify the policy, the British identified
the Mal ays as being "intrinsically incapable of econoni c perfornmance"” in
t he devel opnent of the nodern sector of the economnmy. Accordingly, alien

i mmi gration was encour aged.

The British buttressed this further by deliberately fostering the
i deol ogy of British racial superiority and Malay inferiority, to convince
the Malay ruling elites that they were i ncapabl e of good government. This
was not difficult to do, given the disorders and anarchy which had led to
British intervention and the Pangkor Treaty of 1874. The Ml ays, says
Abraham cane to accept this nyth.

Runni ng t hrough the whol e book is the Marxi st perspective that the
fundament al purpose of colonial rule in Malaya was to create the necessary
conditions for the capitalist node of production. Fromthe 1870s onwards,
Britain practised "newinperialisn or "economc inperialisnm. This neant
colonies were to be fully exploited in the interests of British capital

Exanpl e: The col oni al governnent in Mal aya hel ped British and European
capital achieve a real breakthrough into tin mning by providing | ands and
|l oans for the introduction of the dredge in 1912. Wthin 25 years (1912-
37) tin mning was transfornmed froma predoninantly Chinese to a
predom nantly Western i ndustry.

A simlar pattern occurred in the rubber industry when British official
support and encouragerment was given to British capital. Colonial |and
policy was essentially geared towards fostering the devel opnent of | arge-
scal e plantations by Western capitalist enterprises. During the 1922-28
rubber slunp, Malay peasant rubber small hol ders were restricted from
tappi ng and repl anting rubber to accede to Western rubber growers' denmands
to control production.

Al t hough the Mal ay Reservations Enactnent 1933 prevented Chi nese from
owni ng new | and, Western economc interests were not affected. They easily
acquired Mal ay | ands for rubber and oil pal mplantations.

While British econonmic policies were favourably oriented to white
Europeans, its colonial policy dealt with each race as a distinct and
separate entity. In fact, the place of origin and occupational speciality
of a racial group were the factors that shaped col onial policies towards
it. Indian | abourers, for instance, were recruited only from South India
and not the North, where British econom c interests were heavily invested
and I ndi an | abour was needed.

Labour recruitnment policies were determ ned by the sel ection of
different races to weaken the bargai ni ng power of any one group; this
means one racial group could be "play ed of" against the other.

As an exanple of this "divide and rule" policy, the estate manageri al
staff were predomi nantly Ml ayal am and Ceyl onese, while the | abourers were
largely Tami|ls and Tel egus. Al though the Ml ayal am Tani|l and Tel egu
enpl oyees were all from South India, they spoke different |anguages.

"Thus, the question night reasonably be posed as to the necessity of
creating this ethnic npbsaic," observes Abraham "when it woul d have been
perfectly possible to have recruited Tam | -speaking staff from South

I ndi a".

H s di scussi on of how European enpl oyers resorted to the use of opium
as part paynment of their Chinese | abourers' earnings, and for purposes of
social control of the | abourers is excellent. Opiumnmde the workers
doci | e and passi ve.

Despite the many nerits of this book, one of its mmjor disappointnents
isits failure to investigate beyond the 1930s, to show to what extent the
colonial theory of race relations applies to the post-independence



situation. The author links his findings to the May 1969 i ncidents, but
fails to provide enmpirical data showi ng their connection. Al so, some 30
years separate them and the latter occurred in post-col onial Ml aysia.

Abraham s study is confined to a limted historical period - the 1820s
to the 1930s. In fact, nost of the research materials in the book are
dated before 1975 (when the thesis was probably witten) and a | ot of
studies, particularly on the May 1969 incidents, are not cited. It is a
pity that he did not see fit to revise his thesis before publication.

I would argue that the May 1969 incidents have nothing to do, directly
or indirectly, with the 1930s' col onial policies. The fornmer originated
mai nly fromspecific issues and historical circunstances surrounding the
general elections of May 1969, under the independent Alliance Governnent
of former Prime Mnister Tunku Abdul Rahman. There is no need to pass the
buck to the British col oni sers.

What were the colonial policies of the 1930s? Was the econom ¢
depression really the turning point in race relations in Mal ayan history,
as Abraham nmakes out? Was not Mal ay nationalismalready a nascent force
whi ch British colonialismhad to cone to terns with?

The controversial policies referred to the Aliens Odinance 1933, the
Decentral i sation policies of 1920-30, and the Mal ay Reservati ons Enact nent
1933. The first and last legislation clearly cane about as a result of the
econom ¢ depression of 1929-32, but the decentralisation policies had been
debat ed before 1920.

They were inplenented in stages over the next decade, in an attenpt to
restore sone adm nistrative powers to the Malay Rul ers of the Federated
Mal ay States (Perak, Selangor, Negri Senbilan and Pahang) and to nollify
di sgruntl ed Mal ay nationalists, who had conpl ai ned that federation had
di mi ni shed Mal ay political autonomy, and that States |ike Johor and Kedah,
which did not join the federation in 1896, were better off.

The Aliens Ordinance 1933 was introduced to curb the imigration of
aliens and regul ate their repatriation or bani shnent. The Mal ay
Reservati ons Enactment 1933 prohibited certain areas of Malay |ands from
bei ng acquired by non-Mal ays for rubber planting during the period of
econoni c recovery.

Abr aham argues that the col onial policies encouraged Mal ays to dislike
the other races; in turn, the Chinese felt that the policies were
nmoti vated by "anti - Chi nese" intentions. Consequently, these policies
aroused race consci ousness in an unprecedented nmanner by "playing off" one
et hni ¢ group agai nst the other.

Prior tothis, he clains, race relations had been harnoni ous, narked by
the absence of any "inter-racial conflict" largely due to the unintegrated
character of the society, in which each race kept to itself and foll owed
the col oni al division of |abour - whereby different ethnic groups
perfornmed mutual Iy exclusive functions and received appropriate
differential rewards. He seens to inply that this was an ideal situation
for Mal aya.

"The econom c depression, therefore, greatly reinforced group
perceptions taking a race form and being manifested in conflict terns,
because it shook the foundations on which the entire col onial soci al
structure was based, and because it necessitated the direct intervention
of the governnent in upholding the interests of certain social classes
within racial groups while discrimnating agai nst others," the author
says.

| disagree that the "pro-Ml ay" policies of the 1930s had such
cataclysmic effects on Malaya's nulti-racial society. Colonial "divide and
rule" strategy had been in play prior to this and had generated
acri nmoni ous debat es whenever concessions were nade to either the Ml ays or



non- Mal ays.

Such debates caused inter-racial tensions, but they did not |ead to any
out break of vi ol ence and bl oodshed. They no doubt stoked raci al
antagoni sm but no inter-racial fighting and viol ence ever broke out then
or during the entire colonial period.

The first outbreak of racial incidents occurred during the Japanese
Occupation (1941-45). Its i nmedi ate causes had nore to do with wartine
Japanese race policies towards the Chinese and Mal ay than the 1930s
i ssues.

Al t hough the Japanese did not deliberately foster conflict between
Mal ays and Chinese, their policies had this effect. Repressive neasures,

i ncl udi ng massacres, against the Chinese, led to the formation of a

Chi nese-dom nat ed resi stance novenent; Japanese "pro-Mal ay" policy created
an under-current of resentnent and di strust anong the Chi nese towards the
Mal ays. Mal ay co-operation nmade them appear a chosen instrunent of the
Japanese.

It would be unfair, therefore, to argue that the warti ne Japanese t ook
the cue fromthe British "pro-Mlay" policies on howto "divide and rul e",
just as it would be to say that the i ndependent rulers of Ml aysia had
followed the British "divide and rule" policy and thereby caused the May
1969 incidents. Each of these events nust be seen within the context of
its own peculiar, historical circunstance.

To argue, therefore, as Abraham does, that the Ml ays, Chinese and
I ndi ans only began to think of thenselves as races fromthe tine of the
promul gati on of the "pro-Mlay" policies of the 1930s, and not before, is
to stretch a theory and the i magi nation too far.

What he seens to ignore is that when the British introduced "pro- Ml ay"
policies to discrinm nate agai nst the Chi nese and I ndi ans, those neasures
were, in fact, frequently offset by najor Chinese gains in other areas -

i n busi ness, |abour and education, while the Indians were generally
satisfied with gaining jobs in the public and private sectors and with the
open at mosphere for business opportunities.

While one may blane the British for creating a nulti-racial society, for
al I owi ng uncontrolled imm grati on of Chinese and Indians into the country
and for the situation in 1931 when the Ml ays were out nunbered in their
own country, they nmanaged to keep the nulti-racial society in Mlaya a
fairly harnoni ous one and reduced the roomfor social conflict.

"Divide and rule" as a strategy has been practised by ruling governnents
everywhere, not necessarily col onial governnents; it has even occurred in
politically i ndependent and honbgenous societies. N ccol o Machi avell
successful governmnent.

This is evident even in the "racial politics" of the Barisan Nasiona
government. Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhaned, in a 115-page Gover nnment
panphl et entitled ~The Ml aysi an System of Governnent' (published by the
Prime Mnister's Ofice in 1995), defended the Ml aysian political system
agai nst Western criticismas foll ows:

"In a multi-racial country, there is no way to satisfy everyone. |If, on
the other hand, any race is conpletely satisfied then one can be sure that
the others are not getting a fair deal. You cannot fully satisfy one race
wi t hout denying sonething to the other races. And when one race is fully
satisfied and the others feel deprived, the seeds of tension will be
there. And eventually this tension will lead to racial clashes.

"I't is when every race is equally dissatisfied that one can be sure that
every one is having a fair deal. Then there will be relative harnony. As
has been noted it is quite inpossible to ensure that every race will be
satisfied. If this can be made to happen then race becones irrel evant. At
this stage racial politics would beconme superfluous. Until then it is far



better to recognise the fact of race and to provide for as nmuch fairness
as possible for all. This is what Ml aysia has done."

G ven this statenent, it would be inappropriate of Abrahamto inply that
the strategy of "divide and rule" was the exclusive invention or
prerogative of the colonial authorities. If we keep blam ng everything on
the colonial past, there is a danger that we will |ose sight of present-
day realities.

( END)
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