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Foreword

For decades, the writing of Southeast Asian history was the almost 
exclusive preserve of a handful of dedicated men, many of them 
directly or indirectly attached to colonial administrations. It is only 
in the past two decades or so that it has become more broadly based 
and also increasingly international. But it is not quantitative and 
spatial expansion per se, but rather some qualitative changes, that 
make the recent—to-date still lamentably limited—flowering inter­
esting and at times even exciting. This is not to argue that the 
contemporary, usually younger, practitioners are better historians 
than their immediate predecessors—far from it. Few, indeed, can yet 
match the painstaking thoroughness and enviable brilliance of the 
best representatives of the older generation, some of them, happily, 
still in our midst. But the postwar generation, largely stimulated 
as it has been by the breathtaking rate of change in most Southeast 
Asian societies no less than by more modern trends in historiography 
and also the social sciences, has often come to look at new problems 
or to ask new questions. Wherever their pioneering zeal has been 
tempered by the historians’ time-honored tenets of careful scrutiny 
of the available evidence and by the observation of scholarly ob­
jectivity, we have good reason to be grateful for their efforts.

Dr. Roff, a Scot by birth, with university training in New Zealand 
and in Australia, and with ample experience in Malaysia (he is 
currently teaching there), deserves high praise on all these counts. 
He has addressed himself to the modern history of Malaya with im­
portant new questions in mind, and in seeking answers has neither
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neglected to sift a great amount of information—written as well 
as oral—nor hesitated to call to his aid a variety of methodological 
approaches. His is, in truth, a pioneering work of the highest signifi­
cance, but he has presented it without a trace of intellectual arro­
gance, and, let us be thankful, in prose so clear and graceful that to 
read his book is both an educative and a pleasurable experience.

A pioneering work in Malay history? Yes, for the simple reason 
that Roff has in fact written the first history of the Malays in mod­
ern times, strange as this may sound. There are quite a few good, 
and even some outstanding, books on "British Malaya” (few if any 
are missing from the footnotes or bibliography in the present vol­
ume), some of them for that matter of very recent vintage. Yet 
practically without exception they deal either with administrative 
and constitutional developments or else with facets of modern Ma­
laya’s economic growth. But preoccupation with these themes has 
invariably led most historians of Malaya to focus on the foreigners— 
British, Indian, and Chinese—relegating the Malays to an incon­
spicuous background. The foreigners, it is true, were responsible for 
most of the "input” in the past century, providing the scaffolding 
of modern administration no less than the sinews and the personnel 
of the modern economy. They thus fully deserved to be studied with 
care, a task in any case facilitated by the relative wealth of available 
documentary materials, especially those relating to administrative 
matters. Granting all this, however, it must be said that the writing 
of Malayan history has also continued to be overwhelmingly cast in 
what has come to be called a "Europocentric” mold, a frame of 
reference that assigns primacy to what the colonial rulers did rather 
than to the effects of their actions upon their native "wards” and, 
at least equally important, to the reactions or responses of the indigen­
ous society to the many-faceted colonial impact.

It is this imbalance that the author has set out to redress, to our 
benefit. I hasten to add that Roff has not written a "pro-Malay,” 
let alone an "anti-British,” anticolonial history of modern Malaya. To 
write "Asian-centric” history does not, much heated recent debate to 
the contrary, mean to write "Europocentric” history in reverse: it 
means, rather, to shift one’s observation post from, say, British Resi­
dents, Chinese tin miners, and Indian rubber tappers (to indulge in 
cliches for just once) to Malays. Actually our author has abstained 
from dwelling on theoretical discussions. Rather than arguing the
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advantages of "Asian-centric” history, he has gone and written it— 
and written it well. No one can any longer pretend that there are 
not enough sources for this kind of historiography; the amazing 
thing is that so much (albeit with lacunae) could have gone unused 
for so long, most notably with regard to vernacular newspapers 
and periodicals. Not that Roff has, in his turn, ignored the foreigners. 
Wherever they have affected Malay society—and of course they have 
done this time and again—they are given their due, but always 
they are seen (as far as possible) through Malay eyes. In short, the 
Malays have at long last become the prime dramatis personae in a 
scholarly book devoted to the modern history of their country.

More than filling a lacuna, Roff has also written what for want 
of a better term might be called the first sociological history of 
modern Malay society. It is not so much social history as an ex­
amination of social change in response to a changing environment, 
the emergence of new social and political elite groups forming the 
core of his analysis. We are introduced to three such elites, distin­
guished by social origins and, more importantly, by educational and 
hence cultural-political orientations. The earliest came from the 
mostly urban, piously Muslim bourgeoisie in the Straits Settlements. 
Of Arab or South Indian rather than pure Malay extraction, its 
members were nonetheless, the founders of modern Malay journalism, 
using it as the main vehicle for the spread of Islamic Reformism from 
the end of the nineteenth century on. The second group was the 
Malay intelligentsia. Reared in vernacular schools, it hailed from 
peasant rather than urban backgrounds. These young men, too, 
identified with Islam, but theirs was a “communal” rather than a 
properly religious identification undergirding an impatient groping 
for a pan-Malay nationalism with radical, and from the 1930s on 
increasingly pro-Indonesian, overtones.

For reasons lucidly stated by Dr. Roff, neither of these elites suc­
ceeded in gaining an adequate mass following, especially among the 
bulk of the peninsular Malays who still lived in relative rural 
seclusion, content with the political and social status quo. Far more 
promising were the prospects of the third emergent elite, that of the 
English-schooled scions of the Malay ruling houses. Enjoying the 
twin advantages of traditional status and charisma and of modern 
education, this group had several representatives in state administra­
tions but also in the federal Malayan Civil Service toward the end of
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the colonial era. On the eve of the Second World War, a Malay 
nationalism proper, transcending the separate Malay States, had 
not yet come into being. But the Malay Associations founded by or 
with the support of the aristocratic elite in the decade preceding the 
Japanese occupation, though solidly based on and entrenched in 
the individual states, were to provide both the organizational and 
ideological framework for the rapid postwar growth of Malay 
nationalism.

To scholars with a primary interest in the study of modern In­
donesian history like myself Dr. Roff presents a compelling and 
irresistible invitation to compare the development of the two 
neighboring polities which to all appearances share so much and yet 
are so different. Indeed, we are often enough in his book reminded 
of the fact that the political boundaries drawn by Europeans in 
island Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century did not—and do 
not—preclude or impede mutual interaction between Malays and Indo­
nesians. Take for instance Islamic Reformism. It received its original 
impetus from Muslims in the volatile, cosmopolitan setting of Penang 
and Singapore, yet its proponents failed to win sizable followings 
in peninsular Malaya, while they succeeded only too well in vitally 
influencing Islamic life in the adjacent Dutch colony. The con­
trast is even starker with regard to the feeble beginnings of the 
radical intelligentsia in Malaya and the turbulent growth, not to 
speak of the mass support, of its counterpart across the Straits of 
Malacca. Dr. Roff himself obviously had such a comparison in mind 
when he wrote that the problem facing the radical Malay intelli­
gentsia in the 1930s was "that of trying to start a fire in damp 
wood without the benefit either of the match of modern organiza­
tional know-how or the burning-glass of charisma.”

Two major factors may be singled out to account for these and 
many other differences. First, the rate of social change was far 
slower in Malaya than in Indonesia (in Java and parts of Sumatra, 
at any rate); or rather, where in Indonesia economic modernization 
directly impinged upon and involved hundreds of thousands of 
natives, in the Federated States, in particular, Malays were cushioned 
from its disintegrative effects by the extraordinarily large Indian 
and Chinese immigrant communities that provided almost the en­
tire industrial and plantation labor force, leaving the indigenous 
population by and large to such traditional pursuits as rice cultiva­
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tion and fishing. This protective social umbrella was, second, rein­
forced by the colonial power’s maintaining and even strengthening 
of the traditional hierarchical order of things. For sure, in strictly 
political terms “indirect rule” was here as in so many other colonial 
domains no more than a polite legal fiction at best thinly disguising 
the realities of progressive British encroachments on the actual gov­
ernance of much of "British Malaya.” But one only has to think 
of the almost complete erosion of the Javanese political structure by 
the Dutch, a process that took some two centuries, to appreciate 
the significance of the survival of Malaya’s monarchical institutions 
and of her traditional elite after a bare four or five decades of 
British "protection.”

Enough said to show my admiration for this fine book. It augurs 
well for its author’s future and, hopefully, for the growth of 
Malayan and indeed Southeast Asian historiography.

Yale University
New Haven, Connecticut
January 1967

Harry J. Benda





Preface

The political and economic history of Malaya during its relatively 
brief period of colonial rule has been given increasing attention by his­
torians during the past two decades. The trading, strategic, and other 
considerations which led to the establishment of the British on the 
periphery of the peninsula in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries are now well understood, even if the weight to be attached 
to one or another element in the process is still open to some dispute.1 
The transfer of the Straits Settlements of Singapore, Penang, and 
Malacca from India Office to Colonial Office control in 1867 and par­
ticularly the growth of Singapore in the nineteenth century as the 
economic focus of two colonial empires have been described in detail 
in a number of historical monographs.2 Particular attention has been 
devoted in recent years to the motives underlying British intervention 
in the peninsular states in the 1870s, to the subsequent establishment 
of the Residential system of administration, and to the extension of
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British political control to the remaining Malay states after 1900.3 For 
the present century up to the Second World War, there are a number 
of studies of British policy and administration in Malaya and of the de­
velopment of the export economy; though first published several years 
ago, these studies still speak with authority.4 In the field of economics 
proper, there have been historical studies of the development of the 
rubber and tin industries and of the activities of Western capital 
enterprise in Malaya.5 Social history, particularly in relation to the 
separate ethnic groups which comprise Malaya’s plural society, has 
been less well served, but there are historical accounts of both the 
Chinese and the Indian communities or of certain aspects of their 
lives.6

In all this activity, there has been a marked neglect, with some few 
exceptions,7 of the original possessors of the peninsular states, of the 
people about whose ears the elaborate superstructure of modern 
Malaya was built and who in present-day Malaya still hold the reins of 
political power. No attempt has so far been made to study the effects 
of British colonial protectorate control and of consequent social, 
political, and economic change in the peninsula upon the indigenous 
inhabitants, the Malays. This book has been written in the hope of 
doing something to remedy this lack, particularly for the central years
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of British rule from 1900 to 1941. Though it has in fact been neces­
sary to go back beyond the earlier of these dates, they were chosen 
initially as marking a period from the first intrusion of indigenous 
modernizing forces upon the Malay scene, in the persons of the reli­
gious reformists, until the collapse of British rule in the face of the 
Japanese invasion, beginning for the Malays a time of very rapid and 
confused change which requires much more detailed study than has 
been possible here.

No attempt has been made to present a detailed or connected account 
of British policy and administration in Malaya except where these re­
lated to the Malays or to specifically Malay interests, but the con­
textual background has been filled in when this seemed necessary or 
desirable. So far as possible, the study has been conceived as an exami­
nation of continuities and changes, or incipient changes, within Malay 
society itself. Many of these changes took place or became evident in 
response to factors extraneous or marginal to the incidents of British 
rule. Attention is focused mainly upon the emergence of three new 
elite groups in Malay society and upon the relationship of these groups 
with traditional Malay leadership.
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1

The Malays and the British: 

Initial Impact

Malay Society in the Mid-Nineteenth Century

The Malays were characteristically a river people occupying the 
valleys of the waterways, which drain the central ranges on both sides 
of the peninsula. For the most part they lived in scattered villages 
along the banks of the main rivers, which were their principal means 
of communication and the natural focus of political control. The few 
larger centers of population, notably the Malacca area and the Klang 
estuary on the west coast and the port town of Kuala Trengganu and 
the rice plain of the Kelantan delta on the east, did little to detract 
from the impression of a forest-clad land sparsely and intermittently 
occupied. The majority of the settled population were peasant farmers 
engaged in a largely subsistence agricultural economy based on rice— 
wet rice cultivated in irrigated or flooded fields and, to a much lesser 
extent, dry rice grown in shifting patches on cleared hill slopes. They 
fished the rivers, kept some domestic livestock such as buffalo and 
goats, and supplemented their diet with coconut, tapioca, fruit, and 
some vegetables grown on house land. On both sides of the peninsula, 
but especially on the east coast, many made a living from fishing in 
the sea or estuaries.

Although the Malay economy was basically a subsistence one for the 
villager, with only a small local exchange of goods and produce, there 
was always an appreciable amount of petty trade up the lower reaches 
of the rivers, in the hands of the local nobility, or often ''foreign
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2 THE ORIGINS OF MALAY NATIONALISM

Malays''1 or Arabs, and later Chinese. Under a system of tribute to 
their local chief, villagers collected forest produce such as rattan, 
bamboo, gutta-percha, and resin which were traded for imported tex­
tiles, Javanese tobacco, salt, and iron tools. In addition, there was a 
valuable export trade in tin from several of the states and a much 
smaller one in gold, the two products for which Malaya was widely 
known beyond her shores.2 With the influx of Chinese miners and en­
trepreneurs in the middle years of the century, tin acquired an en­
hanced importance. This led to the introduction of radical elements of 
imbalance in Malay political life as factional struggles took place be­
tween and within the communities for the possession and control of 
tin-bearing areas.3

The largest territorial unit of political importance in peninsular 
Malaya was the independent state, in each case ruled over by an 
hereditary monarch described by the Malay title yang di-pertuan (he 
who is made lord) or by the Hindu generic term for ruler, raja.4 The 
personal honorific of sultan, known in the Malay states since the com­
ing of Islam, was not widely used in the nineteenth century though it 
achieved general currency thereafter. The ruler was supported by a 
number of territorial chiefs, holding areas of the state in which, for 
the most part, they lived; they in turn had minor chiefs and village 
headmen at their command for purposes of administration, revenue 
collection, and raising manpower for war or joint labor projects. The 
role of yang di-pertuan was first and foremost to express the symbolic 
unity of the State and to protect its order and integrity. Embodying 
in his person both daulat, the mystical reinforcement of personality 
conferred by kingship, and kuasa, supreme temporal authority, he was 
invested with an aura of sanctity and the supernatural that found 
outward form in an elaborate apparatus of ceremonial practice and
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belief, nonetheless important even if it frequently represented no 
corresponding concentration of administrative strength or real power.

Accounts of the installation of rulers5 make clear the sacred and 
magical importance of the office. Succession was confined to male 
members of a single royal line, with final selection and confirmation 
by the chiefs from among the available candidates. A ruler’s ascent to 
the throne was marked first by ritual lustration, signifying exaltation 
from the ranks of his kinsmen and the creation of a new and larger 
personality. The secret formula of state, "surat chiri,” was communi­
cated to him privily, and he was equipped with the insignia of office, 
the royal regalia, ranging from symbolic weapons, drums, and special 
dress to the state seal and ritual ornaments, all held to share in the 
supernatural qualities of kingship. A senior official of the court 
mosque uttered the Kuranic text, "Lo, We have set thee as a Viceroy 
upon the Earth,”8 to mark the ruler’s function as defender and 
arbiter of the Islamic faith. And finally, the assembled chiefs per­
formed before him a symbolic act of homage, repeated at intervals 
throughout his reign at gatherings specially convened for this pur­
pose.7 The accepted norm of conduct toward the ruler was character­
ized by careful respect for the proper forms of address and approach 
and by strict formal obedience to his commands (titah). Outside his 
ritual and symbolic roles, his most important functions for the state as 
a whole were those concerning external relations and defense. In these 
matters it was the raja or sultan who represented his people, although 
even here decisions in important affairs required the presence of and a 
consensus of agreement from the senior chiefs.

The exercise of authority by the ruler beyond his own royal district 
was limited by the extent to which he could in fact control and com­
mand his territorial chiefs. This situation was much exacerbated in the 
western states in the mid-century as varying incomes from the richer 
tin-bearing areas gave some chiefs a disproportionate source of eco­
nomic power.

Malay society was divided into two main social groups, a ruling
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class and a subject class. The distinction between them was based on 
birth and clearly demarcated by custom and belief. In addition to 
those of royal descent, both the waris negeri (state heirs) and the re­
maining members of the line too remote to aspire to the throne, the 
Malay aristocracy consisted of a large number of those whose claim to 
privilege lay in belonging to families which had a customary right to 
various chiefly offices. These offices, appointment to which was au­
thorized or validated by the ruler, were ranked in complex orders of 
seniority, based on a system held to have been in use at the time of the 
Malacca sultanate in the fifteenth century but now serving primarily 
as a means of defining and determining relative position and influence 
within the traditional elite. As with the office of ruler itself, chiefly 
titles had their own appurtenances 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.8 The concept of differential 
status and concern for its expression were of abiding interest to the 
traditional elite, with a correspondingly exclusive attitude toward 
those not privileged to belong to it. It was rare for a man to cross the 
barrier from the subject class, particularly in his own state where his 
origins and background were known. Marriage outside one’s class was 
also exceptional, though marrying children into advantageously posi­
tioned families was a well-established means within the ruling class 
itself of indulging a constant preoccupation with rank and influence.

The main advantage of the rank of chief, apart from the values in­
herent in the prestige it bestowed, lay in the right it gave the holder 
and his kin to a share in the economic resources of the state in the 
form of taxation and toll, monopolies and concessions, produce, and 
labor or followers. Although the actual workings of the Malay politi­
cal system varied somewhat in detail from state to state, and within 
states from time to time, it was seldom characterized by any form of 
centralized authority in the middle of the nineteenth century. The 
district chief was the key to political organization, holding under 
tauliah (commission) from the sultan an area of the state, usually 
based on a stretch of river, in which he exercised direct personal con-
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trol. Because the non-subsistence sector of the economy was based on 
river-borne trade, a chief usually found it advantageous to live in the 
principal village of his district at a strategic point on the river, a situa­
tion that enabled him to exact toll on the traffic and to defend his dis­
trict.

The basis and emblem of authority was manpower, so that much 
depended on the ability of a chief to gather and retain a following 
both from among his own kinsmen and from the peasants. A typical 
chief’s household consisted of dependent kin performing the necessary 
tasks of administering his lands and acting as secretaries or account­
ants and tax gatherers; of mercenaries and free volunteers who pro­
vided a permanent, if often idle, armed force; and of debt-bondsmen 
and slaves who filled a great variety of service roles from those of 
household domestics and concubines for the chief and his followers to 
boatmen and gardeners. Though the district chief’s household was not 
in absolute terms particularly large,9 it was sizable in relation to most 
Malay agricultural communities. Being almost entirely nonpro­
ductive, it relied heavily on the peasantry for its maintenance. To 
supplement the agricultural labor supplied by the chief’s and his kins­
men’s debt-bondsmen, use was made of the institution of kerah or 
corvee under which the inhabitants of all the villages in the district 
were obliged to contribute labor for working the fields, for collecting 
forest products, and for other public or private work from clearing 
paths to erecting buildings.

In the absence of adequate communications or of any form of cen­
tralized administration, only a sultan possessing personal authority be­
yond the ordinary could expect to be, in effect, more than primus 
inter pares, a district chief among district chiefs. It is true that the 
usual situation of the royal capital at the mouth of the state’s principal 
river, and therefore at the most advantageous of all taxation points, 
gave him some economic advantage,10 as did to some extent the sys­
tem of tribute from district chiefs in return for their benefices. But, 
proportionate to their power, chiefs commonly retained a great deal




