
       Taming Babel 

 Taming Babel sheds new light on the role of language in the making of 
modern postcolonial Asian nations. Focusing on one of the most linguis-
tically diverse territories in the British empire, Rachel Leow explores 
the profound anxieties generated by a century of struggles to govern 
the polyglot subjects of British Malaya and postcolonial Malaysia. The 
book ranges across a series of key moments in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, in which British and Asian actors wrought quiet battles 
in the realm of language: in textbooks and language classrooms; in dic-
tionaries, grammars, and orthographies; in propaganda and psycholog-
ical warfare; and in the very planning of language itself. Every attempt 
to tame Chinese and Malay languages resulted in failures of transla-
tion, competence, and governance, exposing both the deep fragility of a 
monoglot state in polyglot milieux, and the essential untameable nature 
of languages in motion. 

 Rachel Leow is a lecturer in modern East Asian history at the University 
of Cambridge.   
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    to my parents and sisters  
  my favourite Malaysians      
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   And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech.  

  And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain 
in the land of Shinar; and they dwelt there.  

  And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn them thor-
oughly. And they had brick for stone, and slime had they for mortar.  

  And they said, Go to, let us build us a city, and a tower, whose top may reach 
unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the 
face of the whole earth.  

  And the LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which the children 
of men builded.  

  And the LORD said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one lan-
guage; and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from 
them, which they have imagined to do.  

  Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not 
understand one another’s speech.  

  So the LORD scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the 
earth: and they left off to build the city.  

  Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because the LORD did there con-
found the language of all the earth: and from thence did the LORD scatter 
them abroad upon the face of all the earth.  

    Genesis 11.1–10, The Tower of Babel    
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    Preface      

   I do not like work – no man does – but I like what is in the work – the chance 
to fi nd your self. –      Joseph Conrad  

 When I look back on the last seven years, it seems both improbable and 
inevitable that the tangle of paths I have taken should converge in this 
book. Like all things that move through time, this work is layered with 
the spirits and circumstances of its making. I fi rst began to think about 
this project in 2008, and though I did not see it at the time, that year 
was a crucible of optimisms:  of youth and personal growth, of global 
and national politics. The thirteenth general elections in Malaysia saw an 
unprecedentedly poor showing by the authoritarian, racist ruling coali-
tion which has governed almost unchallenged for over forty years. People 
spoke of a tsunami of change, of desert rain fl ooding the parched, ossifi ed 
political landscape. Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, another 
entrenched racial order appeared to be toppling. Barack Obama’s elec-
tion to the presidency of the United States was a momentous event for 
the world as much as for America, a country still nursing wounds from a 
long history of slavery. 

 I came into political awareness in the years leading up to these defi ning 
events of 2008, and I witnessed both, neither in America nor in Malaysia, 
but from a distance as a fi rst-year PhD student at Cambridge in England. 
Through the shiny lenses of youthful optimism, made even shinier by 
what Benedict Anderson might have meant by ‘long-distance national-
ism’, it seemed to me at least possible that the travails of racial discrimi-
nation were coming to an end, and that a new liberal era was upon us. 
While I was in Singapore and Malaysia in 2009 to conduct fi eldwork, 
I witnessed friends, colleagues, and concerned citizens realigning to this 
new rush of hope, establishing newspapers, think tanks, political orga-
nizations, online media portals, non-governmental initiatives – striving 
to create institutions for what many hoped would be a new post-racial 
political order in the making. It was in this environment that I began to 
think, somewhat naively, about what a history beyond race could look 
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like for a country that lived and breathed it, and seemed constantly on 
the verge of dying by it. I wanted to write a history acutely sensitive to 
constructivity: a post-racial history for a post-racial political order. 

 This book was thus conceived in a spirit of youthfulness, possibility, 
and hope, which, seven years later, seems much harder to recover. The 
language of race in Malaysia did not sink:  it was kept afl oat in a mire 
of corruption, political in-fi ghting, religious fanaticism, state repres-
sion, and systemic fearmongering. In America the impossibly high hopes 
which accompanied Obama’s election had nowhere to go but down, and 
they were weighted fi rmly to the seabed by the most severe economic 
recession in living memory. By that time, I was a post-doctoral fellow 
at Harvard, and I watched this defl ation up close. Then, in Malaysia, 
Barisan Nasional was re-elected in 2013 to a larger popular mandate, 
and I began to despair that 2008 looked more like a brief eddy in a pond, 
instead of the fi rst frothings from a tsunami of change. At the time of 
writing, the leader of the multi-ethnic opposition front which rode to 
victory in 2008 is in jail (again) for sodomy; the front itself has dissolved; 
and the ruling coalition is mired in the largest corruption scandal in the 
country’s history, allegedly involving the transfer of $700 million to the 
personal bank account of its re-elected prime minister. 

 And yet, if there is anything that a long view shows us, it is that his-
tory is full of oscillations, openings, and closures that, in hindsight, are 
neither inevitable nor permanent. In this sense, it seems fi tting that what 
emerged from this cauldron of optimism and despair, of change and con-
tinuity, was essentially a history of dialectic. The march of time presses 
on; generations turn and ages pass. In the year that I submitted this man-
uscript, nearly all the great Asian nationalists of the mid-twentieth cen-
tury have passed into posterity, and new spaces yawn open for futures to 
come. There is always hope. My own hope is that this book might help 
to clarify for Malaysians where they have been, where they could yet go, 
and, perhaps, how they might get there. 

 I have incurred numerous debts in the course of this project. The 
research for this book was made possible through the generous support 
of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Tunku Abdul Rahman 
Scholarship Fund at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. I am grateful 
to the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore (ISEAS), which 
hosted me as a research associate during my fi eldwork year in 2008–9, and 
to Ambassador Kesavapany and Mrs Y. L. Lee for making this affi liation 
possible and painless. The National History Center in Washington DC, 
whose annual Decolonization seminar, which I attended in 2010, pro-
vided a rich space for discussion and archival exploration. I also received 
further support from the Center of History and Economics (CHE) at 
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Harvard, at which I spent three invaluable years as a post-doctoral fel-
low, blessed with the gifts of intellectual camaraderie, library and travel 
resources, and, most of all, time in which to refi ne many of the ideas 
at the core of this book. Finally, I have received small grants from the 
Cambridge Faculty of History and Murray Edwards College, both of 
which have supported my fi nal stages of writing. 

 I owe a great deal to the staff of the archives and libraries I have vis-
ited. In Singapore, Ang Seow Leng and Timothy Pwee lent invaluable 
assistance at the Singapore National Library, and Miss Ch’ng Kim See 
and the staff at the ISEAS library were unfailingly generous with their 
time and advice. I am also grateful for assistance rendered by staff at the 
libraries of the National University of Singapore, the National Archives of 
Singapore, the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka library in Kuala Lumpur, and 
the University of Malaya library in Petaling Jaya. In the United Kingdom, 
I have spent many happy hours at the Cambridge University Library, 
the Center for South Asian Studies (CSAS) library at Cambridge, the 
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) library in London, the 
National Archives at Kew, and the British Library (BL). I am grateful to 
the staff of the Kroch library at Cornell, who alerted me to the existence 
of the many Malay political dictionaries in their collections, and to Ian 
Ralby and Aaron Ralby for making my stay at Cornell possible. I thank, 
in particular, both Rachel Rowe and Kevin Greenbank at CSAS for ren-
dering assistance on numerous occasions over the duration of my PhD, 
and Annabel Teh Gallop and Graham Hutt for their vast knowledge of 
the Malay and Chinese language collections available in the BL. 

 I have learned so much from the many people I have been in conver-
sation with over these seven years: so many that I fear that I run the risk 
of omission. 

 My many visits to Singapore and Malaysia have been marked by the 
greatest warmth, hospitality, and friendship, and I thank the many col-
leagues and friends there who made my times there memorable and who 
so readily indulged my curiosity and ignorance:  the late Cheah Boon 
Kheng, Terence Chong, Pak Chong (Chong Ton Sin), Chua Ai Lin, Leon 
Comber, Ding Choo Ming, Michael Fernandez, Mark Frost, Goh Jing 
Pei, Dave Henkel, Hui Yew Foong, Neil Khor, Paul Kratoska, Raman 
Krishnan, Kwa Chong Guan, Lee Hock Guan, Lee Kam Hing, Loh 
Kah Seng, Loh Wei Leng, Sumit Mandal, Abidin Mukhriz, Farish Noor, 
Ong Kian Ming, Ooi Kee Beng, Will Quah, Quek Kiok Chiang, Kumar 
Ramakrishna, Rohani Rustam, Tansen Sen, N.  Sivasothi, S.  Airani, 
Jacqueline Ann Surin, Leo Suryadinata, Tan Chee Beng, Nathaniel Tan, 
Geoff Wade, Wang Gungwu, Wee Wan Ling, Danny Wong and Wong Siew 
Lyn. William Gwee and his wife shared with me their house, tea, time, 
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memories, and astonishing collections of Baba historical materials. I also 
wish to thank, in particular, Farish Noor for the many wonderful con-
versations we had during my stay in Singapore, which helped shape my 
political and historical perspective at a formative period in my research; 
and Sumit Mandal, with whom I have shared many lines of thinking over 
the years, and who has fi gured so deeply in my personal, political, and 
intellectual development. 

 I am beyond fortunate to have enjoyed the intellectual environments 
of both Cambridge and Harvard in the process of writing this book. 
I  owe a great deal of my intellectual makeup to the many historians, 
colleagues, and friends at Cambridge with whom my ideas have been 
refi ned in conversation and mutual exchange, and whose continuing 
friendship and collegial support over the years have been a source of 
enormous strength for me:  Sunil Amrith, Andrew Arsan, Alexandra 
Cox, Lucy Delap, Leigh Denault, Zoe Groves, Emma Hunter, Leslie 
James, Andrew Jarvis, Simon Layton, Su Lin Lewis, Daniel-Joseph 
Macarthur-Seal, Sunil Purushotham, Andrew MacDonald, Kate Peters, 
Pallavi Raghavan, John Slight, Mishka Sinha and Kirsty Walker. I  am 
grateful to the Cambridge History Faculty, St Catharine’s College, and 
Murray Edwards College for providing unparalleled environments for 
my continuing development as a scholar and, now, as a colleague. I can-
not thank Amanda Falgas-Ravry, Victor Falgas-Ravry, Peter Fremlin, 
Chris Eagle, and Adam Myers enough for the part they played, and con-
tinue to play, in my development as a scholar and human being during 
my time at Cambridge. 

 At Harvard, I could not have asked for a richer post-doctoral experi-
ence, and my thanks go to the many people I met there for their sup-
port, their unfailingly astute conversation and critique. At CHE, Emma 
Rothschild was and continues to be a pillar of support, encouragement, 
mentorship, and intellectual guidance, as well as a model scholar. I am 
incredibly grateful to her, as well as others at CHE, including Jessica 
Barnard, Emily Gauthier, Inga Huld Markan, Jennifer Nickerson, and 
Amy Price; my fellow prize fellows Johannes Haushofer, Ben Golub, 
Noah Millstone, and Alexia Yates; and the many other wonderful gradu-
ate students and fellows I met in my time there. For making my time in 
North America memorable and full of learning and opportunity, I thank 
my fellow Asianists Jennifer Altehenger, Luke Bender, Felix Boecking, 
Javier Cha, Gail Chen, Brent Ho, Amali Ibrahim, Miriam Kingsberg, 
Konrad Lawson, and Ian Miller, as well as Cyrus Chen, Colin Klein, 
and Esther Sunkyung-Klein. I am also indebted to the compadres who 
made my life in Cambridge, Massachusetts the greatest of delights, who 
constantly challenged and enriched my thinking from perspectives well 
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outside my own discipline:  Robert Bao, Michael Baym, Britt Harter, 
Odile Harter, Jon Kelner, Sophie Klein, and Abby Spinak. 

 Many scholars have supported me in my work, and have given gen-
erously of their time and expertise. I would not be where I  am today 
without the unstinting encouragement I received from Maxine Berg and 
Colin Jones in my initial bid for graduate school. I am grateful to Ulrich 
Kratz at SOAS for taking fewer than ten lessons to make the world of  Jawi 
script  legible to me, which opened up crucial avenues in my research. 
David Armitage, Sugata Bose, Fred Cooper, Robert Cribb, Caroline 
Hau, Audrey Kahin, Anthony Reid, Ronit Ricci, Eric Tagliacozzo, and 
Hans van de Ven have provided encouragement and kindness over the 
years. Richard Drayton, Emma Rothschild, and Jeff Wasserstrom have 
been unfl agging advocates of my research and professional trajectory, 
and I could not have done what I have without their support. 

 Without question, I owe my greatest intellectual debt to Tim Harper, 
who has been from the beginning my most sympathetic, critical, and dis-
cerning audience. He is a model historian, advisor, teacher, colleague, 
and friend, and this book could not have been written without his wis-
dom and guidance. I am also profoundly grateful for the support and 
mentorship of the late Chris Bayly, and profoundly sad at his untimely 
death. His comments on the original dissertation, and those of William 
Gervase Clarence-Smith, offered crucial leads and avenues for revision. 

 I have shared parts of this book at a number of seminars and confer-
ences, and I am grateful for the opportunities I have had to do so:  in 
particular, at the prize fellow seminars at Harvard, CSAS at Cambridge, 
the Tufts history faculty, the Oxford global and imperial history seminar, 
the Institute for Historical Research in London, and the Institute for 
Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. I  am grateful to David Arnold, 
Joya Chatterji, Kris Manjapra, and many others at these seminars who 
offered thoughtful criticism and probing questions. I was also delighted 
to attend the International Seminar on Decolonization at the National 
History Center in Washington DC, and I thank Wm. Roger Louis, Dane 
Kennedy, Philippa Levine, and Jason Parker for the opportunity to share 
my work in such spirited company. 

 Several people have read drafts. I  thank both Joachim Kurtz and 
James Siegel for reading and responding with grace and speed to what 
eventually became  Chapter  3 . Ruth Craggs and Claire Wintle were 
instrumental in helping me articulate the key themes of what became 
 Chapter  5 , a version of which appears as a stand-alone chapter in 
their forthcoming  Cultures of Decolonisation  (2016). Geoff Wade has 
critiqued every piece of writing I have ever sent him with an energy 
and incisiveness I have rarely found elsewhere. Andrew Marble offered 
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meticulous comments at various stages throughout this project, and 
has always been an exemplary editor. Sarah Allen, Justine Cohen, 
Peter Fremlin, Mark Frost, Sumit Mandal and ‘Abidin Mukhriz have 
read and commented generously and insightfully on various versions. 
Sarah provided crucial administrative assistance in the fi nal stages of 
the project, and I am grateful to Adrienne Leow and André Rosendo 
for help with my maps. I am also grateful to Lucy Rhymer and Rosalyn 
Scott at Cambridge University Press for their enthusiasm and support, 
and for the two anonymous reader reports, whose interventions have 
greatly improved the manuscript. 

 To my parents, and my sisters Kristel, Florentyna, and Adrienne, 
I  owe many more than seven years of unconditional love, support, 
and tolerance for my long periods of absence and inattention, as well 
as occasional photocopying, bibliographic, map drawing, and logisti-
cal help. This they gave freely, despite what I am sure must appear to 
them, at times, as a peculiar vocational choice. They are more than any 
person could ever wish for from a family, and more than anything, this 
book is for them.   

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of New England, on 28 Apr 2018 at 01:59:19, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


xv

    Note on the Text     

  A text featuring so many different languages will inevitably demand a fair 
bit of the reader. I have provided glosses for non-English words only in 
their fi rst appearance, and provide brief defi nitions in a glossary at the 
end of the book. Naturally, I have retained the original spelling when 
quoting from the primary sources. However, in transliterating Chinese 
languages and Arabic-script Malay, I have, on the whole, used the most 
common form of romanization and transliteration, which is to say  pin-
yin  and the standard form of Malay and Indonesian spelling prevailing 
today. This has been a diffi cult choice where the text in question is clearly 
meant to be enunciated in a Chinese language other than  putonghua  
(Mandarin), such as Cantonese or Hakka, and I hope that the reader 
will forgive my (alas) somewhat ironic capitulation to the hegemony of 
 pinyin  in making the transliteration decisions I have. Malay, Indonesian, 
and Chinese names appear in their modern forms unless they are quoted 
in a source, or where failing to do so would hinder common understand-
ing:  thus, Sukarno rather than Soekarno, but Chiang Kai-shek rather 
than Jiang Jieshi.   

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of New England, on 28 Apr 2018 at 02:00:26, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of New England, on 28 Apr 2018 at 02:00:26, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


xvii

  Abbreviations 
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1

     Introduction     

     In the Beginning 

  ‘ …And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech…’   

 The story of Babel has exerted a hold on our collective imaginations for 
millennia. It is not only a Christian story, though the Bible is where it 
has gained the widest audience. It echoes a far more ancient story whose 
roots trace back to ancient Sumer, and it has spawned commentaries, 
artistic creations, fi ctions, and metaphors which stretch all the way to our 
present day. It was at Babel that God confounded the language of all the 
earth and scattered the fragments abroad. From the perspective of Babel, 
the scattering of tongues is a wound in humanity’s imagined history: the 
original sin and the price of arrogance. Babel is the City of Confusion. It 
is the tragic reason for humanity’s plurilingualism. 

 That is the classical interpretation. But other interpretations exist 
too: the story of Babel has been an endlessly appropriated symbol. The 
classical pride-and-punishment story has met some challenge in recent 
Biblical, as well as literary, critical scholarship. God’s actions were not, 
some suggest, punitive. Our many languages are not a tragedy. Rather, 
the tower of Babel is the birthplace of a divinely willed diversity, the 
sacred cradle of man’s multiple civilizations. ‘This sense of horror before 
the wounded name is not universal… Many writers fi nd the plurality of 
tongues a joyous experience. The fall from unity into multiplicity rep-
resents a fortunate fall, a curse that reveals itself as a blessing.’  1   Babel, 
in these interpretations, is the place where our glorious multiplicity 
began: not the City of Confusion, the Hebrew  Balal , but the Akkadian 
 Bab-ilu , the Gate of God. 

     1        Debra A.   Castillo  ,  The Translated World:  A  Postmodern Tour of Libraries in Literature  
( Gainesville :  Florida State University Press ,  1984 ),  15  . In Biblical scholarship, this alter-
native interpretation has been forwarded most forcefully by    Theodore   Hiebert  , ‘ The 
Tower of Babel and the Origin of the World’s Cultures ,’  Journal of Biblical Literature   126 , 
no.  1  ( 2007 ),  29 – 58  .  
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Introduction2

 Ought we to praise or mourn the fall of the Tower of Babel? From the 
point of view of the modern nation-state, plurilingualism seems to have 
mostly inherited the classical interpretation.  2   The plurality of languages 
within a single bounded territorial polity (itself a relatively modern way 
of organizing space) often appears as a curse to unity: something mon-
strous to be tamed by the hegemony of a national language, or a stan-
dardized vernacular, or carefully wrought policies regulating how, when, 
and who speaks, in how many languages. The isomorphism of language, 
nation, and state has become normative. Many scholars trace this back 
to the writings of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), who defi ned 
language as a fundamental marker of ethnic groups and ethnic nations, 
and posited most famously that language is an authentic product of 
an ancestral, innate culture, predating all political reason:  one which 
expresses the soul or sentiments of a people.  3   His insights were elabo-
rated by subsequent German Romantics, in particular A. W. Schegel and 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, the latter of whose  Address to the German Nation  
(1807–1808) can be regarded as the ‘apogee’ of Herderian thinking.  4   

 Herder’s long shadow can be discerned in the slogans of modern 
ethnolinguistic movements. Two such powerful ethnolinguistic nation-
alisms have vied over the hearts, minds, and political loyalties of postco-
lonial Malaysians.   Bahasa jiwa bangsa  , Malay-language ethnonationalists 
shout: language is the soul of the nation. Chinese speakers have a similar 
saying:  yuyan shi yi ge minzu de linghun . Both these sayings invoke  ling-
hun, jiwa  – the ‘national soul’ – as well as Herder’s  Volker  (folk, people) – 
 bangsa ,  minzu .  5   From the lectures of Martin Luther (1483–1546), who 
called the division of languages the ‘seedbed of all evils’, to the modern 
proponents of the view that linguistic diversity leads to inevitable chaos, 
questions of language frequently appear as problems for nation-states.  6   
Especially in relatively new nation-states, from Canada, Fiji, and Spain to 
Belgium, Sri Lanka, India, and, of course, Malaysia, language has been 

     2     I use the word  plurilingual  to distinguish from multilingualism, which I take to be a spe-
cifi cally political concept and more distinctly associated with policy.  Plurilingual , which 
I place alongside  bilingual  and  polyglot , refer more to the speaking abilities of individuals 
and the existence of multiple languages within a given territory, e.g., a household or a 
country.  

     3        Johann Gottfried   Herder  , ‘ Treatise on the Origin of Language ’ (1772), reproduced in 
 Herder: Philosophical Writings , ed.   Michael N.   Forster  , ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2002  ), 65-165.  

     4        Tony   Judt   and   Denis   Lacorne  ,  Language, Nation, and State: Identity Politics in a Multilingual 
Age  ( London and New York: Palgrave Macmillan ,  2004 ),  3  .  

     5     For a sophisticated discussion, see Tan Liok Ee, ‘The Rhetoric of Bangsa and 
Minzu:  Community and the Nation in Tension, the Malay Peninsula, 1900–1955,’ 
Working paper no. 52, Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University (Clayton, 
Victoria: Monash University, 1988).  

     6        Jaroslav   Pelikan   et al, eds.  Luther’s Works, Vol. 2: Lectures on Genesis: Chs. 6–14  ( St Louis, 
MO :  Concordia Publishing House ,  1960 ),  214–15  .  
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Introduction 3

one of the slow-burning fi res that fl are into hot nationalisms in moments 
of defensiveness and cultural fury. At times, as Sumathi Ramaswamy’s 
beautiful study of Tamil shows, these ‘passions of the tongue’ can fl are, 
literally, into self-immolation.  7   But language problems, passionate as 
they are, often transcend questions of identity and cultural or national 
self-hood. Polyglot states, particularly empires, have also suffered, funda-
mentally, from crises of governmentality. For how, exactly, does a mono-
glot state govern a polyglot society to which it cannot reliably speak? 

 This book proceeds from the conviction that language is at once an 
unstoppable producer of social and political possibilities, as well as a 
site of extraordinary discipline and governance by both the colonial and 
postcolonial states. It focuses on one extremely linguistically heteroge-
neous space, British Malaya – modern Malaysia and Singapore – and 
seeks to trace and make visible an often invisible history of state anxiety 
over languages. These crises, I suggest, arise from a fundamental, per-
haps inevitable, disconnect between a monoglot state and its polyglot 
subjects. Vicente Rafael has referred to this phenomenon, in his work 
on the Spanish Philippines, as the problem of address. ‘This question 
of address,’ he writes, ‘its formulation, conventionalization, disruption 
and recuperation – animates the relationship between colonialism and 
nationalism… “Who speaks?” is always contingent on “Who is spoken 
to?” ’  8   Between the speaker and the spoken-to lies a fi eld of power rela-
tions enacted through language. What impact have these crises of address 
had on the postcolonial trajectories of modern Malaysia? 

 In exploring the anxieties and endemic shortfalls of polyglot gover-
nance, I show that for the most part, language diversity has appeared to 
the state as something to be managed and mourned as a terrible confu-
sion and a source of crisis, rather than something to be praised as a source 
of connection, human creativity, and alternative modes of being national. 
And this is because, I suggest, there may be in the basic nature of the 
modern state a propensity to react in this way to diversity: to regard it as 
crisis rather than opportunity.  

    Babel in Southeast Asia 

   ‘…let us go down, and there confound their language…’   

 The Herderian isomorphism of language, nation, and race belies the fun-
damental plurality of all three of these conceptual containers. It seems 

     7        Sumathi   Ramaswamy  ,  Passions of the Tongue: Language Devotion in Tamil India, 1891–1970  
( Berkeley :  UCP ,  1997  ).  

     8        Vicente   Rafael  ,  The Promise of the Foreign: Nationalism and the Technics of Translation in the 
Spanish Philippines  ( Durham, NC :  Duke University Press ,  2005 ),  159–64 .   

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.002
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:38:50, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.002
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Introduction4

almost incontrovertible that, contrary to Benedict Anderson’s peculiar 
assertion in  Imagined Communities  that ‘the bulk of mankind is mono-
glot’,  9   most of the world is, in fact, best characterized as polyglot: fl uid, 
plurilingual territories bounded by arbitrary borders, whose various peo-
ples move between and among tongues far more than even linguists tend 
to acknowledge.  10   In few other places in the world is this fl uidity more evi-
dent than in Southeast Asia, whose very regional construction proceeds 
from heterogeneity. Mainland Southeast Asia is a rumpled quilt of river-
ine basins and jungled mountains: gnarled tips of a great tectonic shelf 
mostly submerged under the South China Sea. Maritime Southeast Asia 
is a fragmentary, archipelagic space made of promontories and islands, 
and surrounded by bodies of water that have seen thousands of years of 
movement – of travel, commerce, migration, imperial conquest, and reli-
gious exchange. Its default state is diversity. Southeast Asia’s highlands 
and oceans delineate what biologists call an ‘ecotone’: a zone where sev-
eral distinct physical and botanical environments meet and slowly inter-
lace. Barbara Andaya urged us to extend this perception of the region 
beyond its fl ora and fauna and into the human dimension, seeing in 
the early modern period a realm of constant cultural overlap, in which 
Sinitic and Indic gender, religious, and sociological norms interlace and 
blend with a range of indigenous practices to produce new hybrids.  11   
As a region of the world which has seen colonial conquest at one point 
or another by almost all the European imperial powers throughout the 
early modern and modern period, it is also an example  par excellence  of 
what Marie Louise Pratt has called the contact zone: ‘social spaces where 
cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of 
highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or 
their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today’.  12   
Already one of the most linguistically heterogeneous regions on earth, 
Southeast Asia’s era of colonial encounter produced new hybrids out of 
plurality, and added layers of complexity to its peoples, cultures, and reli-
gions. Creoles, hybrid, and contact languages testify to centuries of cul-
tural, commercial, and intimate interactions. Many of these encounters 
were underwritten by Malay, that great trading  lingua franca  of the early 
modern world, which spawned creole Malay varieties as it scattered in 
port cities across the archipelago: Baba, Betawi, Sri Lankan, Makassar, 

     9     Benedict Anderson,  Imagined Communities:  Refl ections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism , 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 2006), 38.  

     10     For a critique in this vein, see    Michel   Degraff  , ‘ Linguists’ Most Dangerous Myth: The 
Fallacy of Creole Exceptionalism ,’  Language and Society   34  ( 2005 ),  533–91  .  

     11        Barbara   Andaya  ,  The Flaming Womb: Repositioning Women in Early Modern Southeast Asia  
( Honolulu :  UH Press ,  2006  ).  

     12        Mary Louise   Pratt  , ‘ Arts of the Contact Zone ,’  Profession   91  ( 1991 ),  33 – 40  .  
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Introduction 5

Ambonese and other Malay tongues which spun off from each other 
and were refashioned in local particulars.  13   Arabic and Sanskrit made 
their respective marks in the region: as languages of religious, commer-
cial and high-cultural signifi cance, they gifted culturally charged lexicons 
to Southeast Asian vernaculars. Sanskrit words like  sakti  (power),  budaya  
(culture) and  bahasa  (language) were taken and transformed or, in O. W. 
Wolters’ words, localized:  sakti , for example, became Javanese’s ‘super-
natural power’, Toba Batak’s ‘verifi ed magic’, and Balinese’s ‘ancestral 
power’.  14   China’s languages, too, form part of the linguistic sedimenta-
tion of the region and its practical vocabularies are embedded in Malay; 
in the Baba Malay creole spoken among acculturated Chinese-Malay 
families in the late nineteenth century, it was estimated that their lexi-
con was two-thirds Malay, a fi fth Hokkien, and the rest a combination 
of English, Dutch, Portuguese, and Tamil. Chinese languages have also 
loaned words to Malay, mostly of South Fujian origin, a large proportion 
of which are nouns.  15   Southeast Asian diversity is not limited to its lan-
guages; rather, its languages index and underwrite other kinds of plural-
isms – gender, religious, and legal, among them.  16   

     13     For a treatment of Malay varieties, see    James T.   Collins  ,  Malay, World Language: A Short 
History  ( KL :   DBP ,  1998  );    James T.   Collins  ,  Ambonese Malay and Creolization Theory  
( KL :   DBP ,  1980  );    James T.   Collins  ,  The Historical Relationships of the Languages of 
Central Maluku, Indonesia  ( Canberra :   Department of Linguistics Australian National 
University ,  1983  ).  

     14     On Indic infl uence in Southeast Asia, see    O. W.   Wolters  ,  History, Culture, and Region 
in Southeast Asian Perspectives , Rev. ed. ( Ithaca, NY :   SEAP, Cornell University Press , 
 1999  ). On Arabic, see    Ronit   Ricci  ,  Islam Translated: Literature, Conversion, and the Arabic 
Cosmopolis of South and Southeast Asia  ( Chicago, IL :  University of Chicago Press ,  2011  ).  

     15     On the cultural interactions of Chinese and Malay see Anne Pakir, ‘A Linguistic 
Investigation of Baba Malay’, unpublished PhD diss., University of Hawai’i (1986); 
   Tan Chee   Beng  ,  The Baba of Melaka:  Culture and Identity of a Chinese Peranakan 
Community in Malaysia  ( Petaling Jaya, Malaysia :   Pelanduk Publications ,  1988  ); 
   Claudine   Salmon  , ed.  Literary Migrations: Traditional Chinese Fiction in Asia (17–20th 
Centuries)  ( Beijing :  International Culture Publishing ,  1987  ). For early studies of loan-
words between Chinese and Malay languages, see    C. O.   Blagden   and   E. D.   Edwards  , ‘ A 
Chinese Vocabulary of Malacca Malay Words and Phrases Collected Between AD 1403 
and 1511 ,’  BSOAS   6  ( 1932 ),  715–49  ;    William Girdlestone   Shellabear  , ‘ Baba Malay: An 
Introduction to the Language of the Straits-Born Chinese ,’  JSBRAS   65  ( 1913 ),  49 – 63  .  

     16     On gender, see e.g.    Michael   Peletz  ,  Gender Pluralism: Southeast Asia Since Early Modern 
Times  ( New York :  Routledge ,  2009  ); Andaya,  The Flaming Womb . On religion, see e.g. 
   Chiara   Formichi  , ed.  Religious Pluralism, State and Society in Asia  ( London :  Routledge , 
 2013  );    Rey   Ileto  ,  Pasyon and Revolution: Popular Movements in the Philippines, 1840–1910  
( Manila :   Ateneo de Manila University Press ,  1979  ). On the law, see e.g.,    M. Barry  
 Hooker  , ed.  Law and the Chinese in Southeast Asia  ( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2002  );    Michael  
 Peletz  ,  Islamic Modern:  Religious Courts and Cultural Politics in Malaysia  (Princeton, 
NJ:  Princeton University Press ,  2002  );    Jothie   Rajah  ,  Authoritarian Rule of Law: Legislation, 
Discourse and Legitimacy in Singapore  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2012  );    Marcus   Colchester  , ed. 
 Divers Paths to Justice: Legal Pluralism and the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Southeast Asia  
( Chiang Mai, Thailand :  Forest Peoples Programme ,  2011  ).  
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Introduction6

 Given this deep history of diversity and admixture, it is revealing that 
a central theme that runs through many modern Southeast Asian his-
tories is that of border making. The literature here is especially strong 
on national borders, because those are the borders that appear most 
obviously as infant creations, new hard lines erected around this more 
ancient world in motion.  17   Thongchai Winichakul wrote of the most 
literal borders:  those of the geographical nation-state, inscribed onto 
maps, which gave new form to a hitherto non-existent geo-body of 
Thainess.  18   Robert Elson, too, wrote of the ‘idea’ of modern Indonesia 
as a bewildering concatenation of islands into a space whose borders 
are an ambivalent inheritance from Dutch maps.  19   Eric Tagliacozzo has 
written of the ‘freezing’ of the porous trading borders between Dutch 
and British spheres of the Malay world over the course of the nine-
teenth century, across which one could chart centuries of movement 
that became criminalized, as the region’s hardening maritime borders 
became increasingly managed with new infrastructures, and policed 
with networks of intelligence.  20   Long ago, Edmund Leach cautioned 
that Southeast Asia was best seen as ‘a collection of indeterminate dis-
cursive fi elds of dynamic cultural relationships rather than societies fro-
zen within fi xed political boundaries’.  21   James Scott, who has always 
been in one way or another concerned with borders, has taken this 
task on board, writing most recently of the historical borderlessness of 
the Zomia region, where stateless highland peoples move, love, speak, 
and identify without regard for the standards and conventions of the 
state-making lowlands.  22   And Sunil Amrith has restored from historical 
oblivion the Bay of Bengal, a loose region between South and Southeast 
Asia, ‘once at the heart of global history’, but whose deep connected past 
was sundered by histories of twentieth-century nation-states and the 
iron curtains of area studies.  23   These histories are as much histories of 

     17     For an overview of the early modern history of Southeast Asia, see    Anthony   Reid  , 
 Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, 1450–1680:  The Lands Below the Winds , vol. 1 
( New Haven, CT :   Yale University Press ,  1988  );    Anthony   Reid  ,  Southeast Asia in the 
Early Modern Era:  Trade, Power, and Belief , vol. 2 ( New Haven, CT :   Yale University 
Press ,  1993  ).  

     18        Thongchai   Winichakul  ,  Siam Mapped:  A  History of the Geo-Body of a Nation  
( Honolulu :  UH Press ,  1994  ).  

     19        Robert Edward   Elson  ,  The Idea of Indonesia: A History  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2008  ).  
     20        Eric   Tagliacozzo  ,  Secret Trades, Porous Borders:  Smuggling and States Along a Southeast 

Asian Frontier, 1865–1915  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2005  ).  
     21        Edmund R.   Leach  , ‘ The Frontiers of “Burma” ,’  CSSH   3 , no.  01  ( 1960 ),  49 – 68  .  
     22        James C.   Scott  ,  The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast 

Asia  ( New Haven, CT :  Yale University Press ,  2009  ).  
     23        Sunil S.   Amrith  ,  Crossing the Bay of Bengal:  The Furies of Nature and the Fortunes of 

Migrants  ( Cambridge, MA :  HUP ,  2013  ).  
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Introduction 7

borders as accounts of their transgressions: stories of migrants, pirates, 
and marauders in Southern straits and seas; the seepage of indigenous 
riverine trade across the porous Bornean frontiers; the persistent auton-
omy of a peasantry at the margins of loose shapeless polities whose rul-
ers rarely knew the true nature of their own state boundaries until the 
era of colonial rule forced their hardening. 

 The borders that to me have made the deepest impact in the region, 
however, are not physical or political borders, but mental ones which 
demarcate intangible vectors of inclusion and exclusion, above all race, 
ethnicity, and cultural identity. In other words,  labels : in particular, the 
two labels Anthony Reid identifi ed as having had the most ‘widespread, 
ambiguous and portentous’ infl uence in Southeast Asia:   Melayu   (Malay) 
and   Cina   (Chinese).  24   Both  Melayu  and  Cina  are ever-shifting historical 
concepts which are often treated as racial categories, though they are 
also, perhaps unfortunately, languages, as well as, today, nations. The 
labels have come to denote named communities sharing a common cul-
ture (language or religion), myth of ancestry, territory, and with a strong 
feeling of being similar – what Anthony Smith calls  ethnies .  25   And, in part 
because of this strange and quite fateful overlaying of all these important 
valences of human belonging, they have also frozen into identities: prob-
lematic vessels of two problematic concepts we call ‘Malayness’ and 
‘Chineseness’.  26    

    Chaining the Winds 

   ‘…and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of 
the whole earth.’   

 These names – Malay, Chinese – have come under increasing scrutiny in 
recent years. Interrogations of Malayness have burgeoned, perhaps most 
articulately in Anthony Milner’s  The Malays , and in Leonard Andaya’s 
almost contemporaneous  Leaves of the Same Tree ; but there are many 
 others.  27   The collected volumes which have emerged in the last decade on 

     24        Anthony   Reid  ,  Imperial Alchemy:  Nationalism and Political Identity in Southeast Asia  
( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2010  ), chs. 3–4.  

     25        Anthony D.   Smith  ,  The Ethnic Origins of Nations  ( Oxford :  Blackwell ,  1986 ),  22 – 31  .  
     26     On the problematic quality of the concept ‘identity’ and the inadequacy of the word 

to the conceptual work required of it by the social sciences, see    Frederick   Cooper  , 
 Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History  ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  2005  ), ch. 5.  

     27        Anthony   Milner  ,  The Malays  ( Oxford :   Blackwell ,  2008  );    Leonard Y.   Andaya  ,  Leaves 
of the Same Tree:  Trade and Ethnicity in the Straits of Melaka  ( Honolulu :   UH Press , 
 2008  );    Timothy P.   Barnard  ,  Contesting Malayness:  Malay Identity Across Boundaries  
( Singapore :   NUS Press ,  2004  );    Maznah   Mohamad   and   Syed Muhd. Khairudin  
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Introduction8

Malayness, especially from anthropological, but also political, cultural, 
and civilizational perspectives, have all amply demonstrated the essen-
tial fl exibility of what we understand to be ‘Malay’. Anthropological and 
sociological interrogations of Malayness have shown without question 
that the label ‘Malay’ is like a thin elastic skin stretched over a bewilder-
ing multitude of peoples, from Bataks to Bugis to Ambonese to Kadazans 
and Dusuns.  28   ‘Chineseness’ has also begun to be unravelled. From the 
transnational turn in studies of Chinese overseas communities to the lit-
erary critical challenge of the Sinophone, including its transformations 
in the Southeast Asian context, scholars have challenged the dimensions 
of Chineseness and begun to theorize the connections between language 
possession, ethnicity, and cultural value. They have asked probing ques-
tions about whether it is possible to be Chinese without speaking it, with-
out being from the national space we call China, without clear ancestral 
roots, without blood purity, without engaging in the performance of cul-
tural Chineseness.  29   These deconstructive explorations collectively insist 
that the labels we know as Malayness and Chineseness are not perfectly 
formed single identities to be worn or removed like a hat, but disciplined, 
social creations, cognitive process or even mindsets and sociocognitive 
frames, which produces a certain lived reality.  30   

 Alongside these cultural deconstructions, sociolinguistics has also 
shown not only the historical mutability of language in the region, but 
how much identities and cultural practices change alongside them. Much 

 Aljunied  , eds.  Melayu: The Politics, Poetics, and Paradoxes of Malayness  ( Singapore :  NUS 
Press ,  2011  );    Joel S.   Kahn  ,  Other Malays: Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism in the Modern 
Malay World  ( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2006  ). See also the special issue in  JSEAS  32 No. 
3 (October 2001), ‘Understanding Melayu as a Source of Diverse Modern Identities’.  

     28     See e.g.,    James T.   Collins  , ‘ Contesting Straits-Malayness: The Fact of Borneo ,’  JSEAS  
 32 , no.  3  ( 2001 ),  385–95  .  

     29     See e.g.,    Shih   Shu-mei  ,  Visuality and Identity: Sinophone Articulations Across the Pacifi c  
( Berkeley :   UCP ,  2007  );    Shih   Shu-mei  ,   Chien-Hsin   Tsai  , and   Brian   Bernards  , eds. 
 Sinophone Studies:  A  Critical Reader  ( New  York :   Columbia University Press ,  2013  ); 
   E. K .  Tan  ,  Rethinking Chineseness:  Translational Sinophone Identities in the Nanyang 
Literary World  ( Berkeley, CA :   Cambria Press ,  2013  );    Ien   Ang  ,  On Not Speaking 
Chinese:  Living Between Asia and the West  ( London :   Routledge ,  2001  );    Aihwa   Ong   
and   Donald   Nonini  ,  Ungrounded Empires:  The Cultural Politics of Modern Chinese 
Transnationalism  ( New York :   Routledge ,  1996  );    Wen-hsin   Yeh  ,  Cross-Cultural Readings 
of Chineseness: Narratives, Images, and Interpretations of the 1990s  ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  2000  ); 
   Elena   Barabantseva  ,  Overseas Chinese, Ethnic Minorities and Nationalism: De-Centering 
China  ( London :  Taylor & Francis ,  2010  ). See also the special issue in  Asian Ethnicities , 
10, No. 3 (October 2009), ‘Chineseness Unbound’. For a recent literary treatment, see 
Brian Bernards,  Writing the South Seas: Imagining the Nanyang in Chinese and Southeast 
Asian Postcolonial Literature  (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2015).  

     30        Eviatar   Zerubavel  ,  Social Mindscapes:  An Invitation to Cognitive Sociology  ( Cambridge, 
MA :  HUP ,  2009  ). For an application of sociocognitive frames as producers of language and 
identity in the Indian context, see    A.   Aneesh  , ‘ Bloody Language: Clashes and Constructions 
of Linguistic Nationalism in India ,’  Sociological Forum   25 , no.  1  ( 2010 ),  86 – 109  .  
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Introduction 9

work has been done on the linguistic creolization of Sino-Southeast 
Asian communities over the course of their long engagement in the 
‘Nanyang’.  31   Today the story of Chinese languages in the world remains a 
testament to the power and dynamism of language in migration.  32   Malay, 
as a world language, is no less fl uid. ‘The everyday manifestations of 
 Melayu ,’ Henk Maier has written, ‘should evoke a distinct sense of differ-
entiations, a process in which elements of other languages are assimilated 
just as easily as inside dialogues are perpetuated, driven by an ever desta-
bilizing energy that makes it irrelevant to speak or even think in terms 
of identity…uniformity [or] ethnicity’.  33   This looseness evokes Bakhtin, 
who, writing about heteroglossia, insisted that ‘the diversity of varieties, 
a centrifugal proliferation of styles, accents registers, languages – is ubiq-
uitous, the ordinary condition of linguistic life’.  34   In the sociolinguistic 
meeting of the Chinese and Malay language ecotones, creolization, and 
proliferation were the order (and in colonial eyes, the disorder) of the day. 

 These two great labels,  Cina  and  Melayu , meet most obstreperously in 
Malaysia. Despite this long and intellectually sensitive history of plural-
ism, which has been outlined with care and insight in much recent schol-
arship, the labels of Melayu and Cina in political praxis in Malaysia have 
seemed only to have narrowed and calcifi ed the older the postcolonial 
nation gets.  35   Malaya, as it was once known, is a tiny promontory at the 
elbow of the ancient trade routes that stretched from Canton to Basra, 
and has trapped a thousand years’ sediment of mobility through its mon-
soonal straits. Slowly colonized by the British from the late eighteenth cen-
tury onward, it became a battleground of language: as colonial observers 
frequently called it, the Babel of the East. It was a plurilingual and pluri-
ethnic state from the beginning, but in the course of the colonial transition 

     31        Anthony   Reid   and   Kristine   Alilunas-Rodgers  , eds.  Sojourners and Settlers:  Histories 
of Southeast China and the Chinese  ( Honolulu :   UH Press ,  1996  );    Leonard   Blussé  , 
 Strange Company:  Chinese Settlers, Mestizo Women and the Dutch in VOC Batavia  
( Dordrecht-Holland :   Foris ,  1986  );    George William   Skinner  ,  Chinese Society in 
Thailand: An Analytical History  ( Ithaca, NY :  Cornell University Press ,  1957  ).  

     32        Jing   Tsu  ,  Sound and Script in Chinese Diaspora  ( Cambridge, MA :  HUP ,  2010  ).  
     33        Hendrik   Maier  , ‘ Melayu and Malay  – a Story of Appropriate Behaviour ,’ in  Melayu , 

ed.   Maznah   Mohamad   and   Syed Muhd. Khairudin   Aljunied   ( Singapore :   NUS Press , 
 2011 ),  318  .  

     34        Mikhail   Bakhtin  ,  The Dialogic Imagination , trans.   Carly   Emerson   and   Michael   Holquist   
( Austin :  University of Texas Press ,  1981  ).  

     35     See, for example, Judith Nagata’s comments on the contemporary ‘narrow-
ness’ of Malayness, and Yao Souchou on the inescapable ‘closures’ in the expres-
sion of Chineseness.    Judith A.   Nagata  , ‘ Boundaries of Malayness:  “We Have Made 
Malaysia: Now it is Time to (Re)Make the Malays but Who Interprets the History?” ,’ in 
 Melayu , eds.   Maznah   Mohamad   and   Syed Muhd. Khairudin   Aljunied   ( Singapore :  NUS 
Press ,  2011  );    Yao   Souchou  , ‘ Being Essentially Chinese ,’  Asian Ethnicity   10 , no.  3  ( 2009 ), 
 251–62  .  
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it became a place named and designed for a people called ‘the Malays’. 
Its modern demography, politics, and economy has been fundamentally 
shaped by the tremendous infl ux of migrant labourers in the nineteenth 
century during the high colonial period. Although Chinese communities 
have traded and intermingled in the Malay world for centuries,  36   this nine-
teenth century escalation turned Malaysia and Singapore into the lead-
ing concentrations of Chinese labouring communities after 1870, and also 
provided grist to a century-long mill of antagonistic identity sharpening, 
under the watchful and nervous eyes of the colonizers. To the two labels, 
then, were assigned further burdens of meaning:  Melayu , the Indigene, the 
Insider;  Cina , the Immigrant, the ‘essential Outsiders’.  37   

 The political, social, and economic tensions between Chinese and 
Malay communities in the course of Malaysia’s decolonization and 
nationhood have been seen to have thoroughly shaped Malaysia’s recent 
history. It has produced a thematic emphasis on the communalism of 
the recent past that has tended to dominate everything else. From the 
fractious early history of Sino-Malay relations in the colonial era,  38   to the 
Sino-Malay clashes in the immediate aftermath of the Japanese occu-
pation,  39   to the racialized social contract of Malaysian independence,  40   
to the Sino-Malay race riots of 13 May 1969 and beyond,  41   race has 
been a central explanatory factor of modern Malaysian life, a concep-
tual touchstone attached like a ball and chain to the onward march of 
postcolonial Malaysian history.  42   Since independence, political parties 

     36     On this, see    Derek   Heng  ,  Sino-Malay Trade and Diplomacy from the Tenth Through the 
Fourteenth Century  (Athens:  Ohio University Press ,  2009  ).  

     37     For creation of Malays as Indigene, see    Shamsul   A. B.  ,  From British to Bumiputera 
Rule:  Local Politics and Rural Development in Peninsular Malaysia  ( Singapore :   ISEAS , 
 1986  ). For creation of Chinese as essential outsiders, see    Daniel   Chirot   and   Anthony  
 Reid  , eds.  Essential Outsiders: Chinese and Jews in the Modern Transformation of Southeast 
Asia and Central Europe  ( Seattle :  University of Washington Press ,  1997  ).  

     38        Khoo   Kay   Kim  , ‘ Sino-Malay Relations in Peninsular Malaysia Before 1942 ,’  JSEAS   12 , 
no.  1  ( 1981 ),  93 – 107  .  

     39        Cheah   Boon   Kheng  , ‘ Sino-Malay Confl icts in Malaya, 1945–46: Communist Vendetta 
and Islamic Resistance ,’  JSEAS   12 , no.  1  ( 1981 ),  108–17  .  

     40        Norani   Othman  , et al.,  Sharing the Nation: Faith, Difference, Power, and the State 50 Years 
After Merdeka  ( Petaling Jaya :  SIRD ,  2008  ).  

     41        Leon   Comber  ,  13 May 1969:  A  Historical Survey of Sino-Malay Relations  ( Kuala 
Lumpur :  Heinemann Asia ,  1983  );    Kua Kia   Soong  ,  May 13: Declassifi ed Documents on 
the Malaysian Riots of 1969  ( KL :  Suaram ,  2007  ).  

     42     The present book is much less than a general history of Malaya, for which the follow-
ing books provide invaluable reading:    Mary Constance   Turnbull  ,  A History of Singapore, 
1819–1988  ( Singapore :  OUP ,  1989  );    Rupert   Emerson  ,  Malaysia: A Study in Direct and 
Indirect Rule  ( KL :  UM Press ,  1970  );    T. N.   Harper  ,  The End of Empire and the Making 
of Malaya  ( Cambridge :   CUP ,  2001  ). For a recent and important volume conveying 
the exhaustion of racial discourse in Malaysia, see    Lim   Teck Ghee  ,   Alberto   Gomes  , 
and   Azly   Rahman  , eds.  Multiethnic Malaysia:  Past, Present and Future  ( Petaling Jaya, 
Selangor :  SIRD ,  2009  ).  
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Introduction 11

have been formed on the basis of it, and those which are not or explic-
itly reject it either face an uphill battle (as with the present opposition 
coalition) or become irrelevant. Yet one cannot help but suspect that the 
constant reiteration of this fact has turned it into a self-fulfi lling proph-
ecy. The range of Malayness now available to Malay-Malaysian subjects 
is narrower than it has perhaps ever been, and the benefi ts of cultural 
defensiveness on behalf of ‘the Chinese community’ have provoked a 
concomitant ‘re-Sinifi cation’, a retreat to safety in numbers where the 
category of cultural racialism is always within easy reach for the activa-
tion of group identity. The pull of essentialization is hard to resist in a 
state that encourages it. 

 Yet Malaysia is also a place where the heterogeneity of Southeast Asian 
communities are most salient, nowhere more so than in their languages 
and lived realities. Large amounts of anthropological and ethnographic 
work testify to this continuing fact of contemporary Malaysian life. An 
underlying theme of present-oriented scholarship, particularly in anthro-
pology, cultural studies, and media studies, has been to point at and 
theorize the gulf between offi cial state-imposed identity norms and citi-
zens’ bottom-up experience of them: what Shamsul A. B. called the ‘two 
social reality’ approach to identity formation and analysis, comprising 
the co-existence of ‘authority-defi ned’ and ‘everyday-defi ned’ social real-
ities within a nexus of social power.  43   Sumit Mandal has argued cogently 
that there is a struggle underway between the grassroots pluralist tenden-
cies in Malaysian society and the opposing pull of hyper-ethnicized state 
and public institutions. He conducted interviews of different generations 
of contemporary Malaysians in the performing arts sector, and showed 
how ill-fi tting the categories of ‘Malays’ and ‘Chinese’ are to the real-
ities of identity and belonging below the level of the institutionalizing 
state. One needs only scratch at the surface, he suggested, to show the 
plurality beneath the singular Malay identity: e.g., ‘some Siamese blood 
… father Pakistani … Penang Malay’. One interviewee suggested that 
today ‘there were no Malays who could genuinely be called Malay’.  44   
Joel Kahn’s anthropological work challenges the colonial-era association 
between Malays and the  kampung , and the way these associations ignore 
the infl uence of centuries of Malay immigration from other parts of the 
archipelago into Singapore and Malaysia, and their role in producing 

     43        Shamsul   A. B.  , ‘ Debating About Identity in Malaysia: A Discourse Analysis ,’  Southeast 
Asian Studies   34 , no.  3  ( 1996 ),  566 – 600  .  

     44        Sumit K.   Mandal  , ‘ Boundaries and Beyond:  Whither the Cultural Bases of Political 
Community in Malaysia? ’ in  The Politics of Multiculturalism: Pluralism and Citizenship in 
Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia , ed.   Robert W.   Hefner   ( Honolulu :  UH Press ,  2001  ).  
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‘other Malays’.  45   These observations are provocatively corroborated by 
no less than Marina Mahathir, the daughter of the eugenically minded 
fourth prime minister of Malaysia, when she wrote: ‘I’d like to ask every-
one, especially those characterized as ‘Malays’, to list their family his-
tories. And see how many of us can really go back further than three 
generations born in this land. I know I can’t.’  46   The futility and misrepre-
sentation of borders continues even more strongly with language. Phyllis 
Chew’s sociolinguistic history of Singapore points to the omnipresence 
and utter everyday normativity of creoles and hybrid languages that slip 
in and out from under the state radar of what constitutes ‘normative’ lan-
guages.  47   Dipika Mukherjee and Maya Khelmani David have shown with 
impeccable ethnographic clarity how much of a gulf today lies between 
language planning policies and actual language use, and how it is the 
utterly normative practices of codeswitching and language shift, far more 
than any planned language, that can possibly be said to constitute an 
actual  lingua franca  in contemporary Malaysia.  48   It may very well be, as 
Mandal commented, ‘that it is largely through language that social life is 
negotiated in Malaysia’.  49    

    Crisis and Opportunity 

   ‘…and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined 
to do.’   

 The more unnatural the borders, the more maintenance they require. 
Gardeners and hairdressers know this; so did Michel Foucault. ‘Humanity,’ 
he wrote, ‘does not gradually progress from combat to combat until … 
the rule of law fi nally replaces warfare,’ but rather ‘installs each of its vio-
lences in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domi-
nation.’  50   In one way of speaking, then, this book is about the anxious 
maintenance of borders. Proceeding chronologically, the book alights on 
fi ve moments over the course of Malaysia’s colonial period and the end of 
empire in which there was a fundamental disjunct between the state and 

     45     Kahn,  Other Malays .  
     46     Marina Mahathir, ‘Voices of Reason’, < http://rantingsbymm.blogspot.com/2008/09/

voices-of-reason.html > accessed 26 September 2014.  
     47        Phyllis   Ghim-Lian Chew  ,  A Sociolinguistic History of Early Identities in Singapore: From 

Colonialism to Nationalism  ( Singapore :  Palgrave Macmillan ,  2012  ).  
     48        Dipika   Mukherjee   and   Maya Khemlani   David  ,  National Language Planning and 

Language Shifts in Malaysian Minority Communities:  Speaking in Many Tongues  
( Amsterdam :  Amsterdam University Press ,  2011  ).  

     49     Mandal, ‘Boundaries and Beyond.’  
     50        Michel   Foucault  , ‘ Nietzsche, Genealogy, History ,’ in  Language, Counter-Memory, 

Practice:  Selected Essays and Interviews by Michel Foucault , ed.   Donald F.   Bouchard   
( Ithaca, NY :  Cornell University Press ,  1977  ).  
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Introduction 13

those it sought and needed to address. Invariably, the solutions the state 
found were imperfect and uneven, and resulted in the apprehension of 
crisis by different groups within the state: the technocrats, the knowledge 
producers, the lexicographers, the propagandists, the language-planners. 
At each juncture, a repertoire of specifi c techniques of governance had 
to be deployed in order to manage and tame what various sectors of the 
state perceived to be a proliferation of disorder. Governing this disorder 
generated anxieties, which warranted more governance in turn:  thus, a 
dialectic of fear, a state of perpetual emergency. The crises explored in 
each chapter illuminate the many ways in which a polyglot society pre-
sented almost insuperable challenges to the state:  its plurilingualism 
appeared as something monstrous, which stood in the way of colonial 
order ( Chapters 1 – 3 ), national security ( Chapter 4 ) and national unity 
( Chapter 5 ). Each chapter also takes one of the two language–race–nation 
labels – ‘Chinese’ and ‘Malay’ – as its analytic core, showing how their 
boundaries were forged in crucibles of state anxiety. Together, these chap-
ters serve to furnish a wider argument: the relative invisibility of questions 
of language and translation in transactions of empire cannot be sustained, 
for, as I show in this book, language fundamentally underpins the impe-
rial enterprise, and shapes the post-imperial present. 

  Part I  concerns the colonial state. In the fi rst chapter, I examine the 
creation of a language technocracy: a colonial bureaucracy established 
on the basis of linguistic expertise. I  focus here on the tensions which 
arise from the colonial state’s struggle to learn how to address a radi-
cally polyglot society, and on the systemic shortfall of the colonial state’s 
linguistic expertise, above all in Chinese languages. The administrative 
divisions necessitated by language learning, where colonial cadets were 
separated out into language streams that determined the remit of their 
work, helped map colonial linguistic expertise onto the ethnic communi-
ties that required governing. Their knowledge and mastery was always 
incomplete: colonial regimes urgently desired knowledge as a route to 
power, but language was a constant wrench in its knowledge-acquiring 
machinery. Despite the effort poured into language-learning schemes 
for cadets, the enterprise of colonial language learning was fraught with 
incompetence. In the second chapter, I  turn from the governance of 
Chinese to the development of Malay. Focusing on the colonial spon-
sorship of Malay’s orthographic shift from Arabic to Roman script, 
I explore how the process of taming Malay as language and as ethnic-
ity was enacted in part through hegemonies of knowledge: in particular 
through dictionaries, which I  place alongside the famed Andersonian 
triptych of census, map, and museum. I emphasize the state’s fundamen-
tal unease with the Arabic script, and trace the effects of the orthographic 
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Introduction14

transition. I emphasize here the threatening potential of Malay’s unruly 
orality to dislodge the writing-based order of the colonial state, and how 
these challenges were tamed in volitional collaboration with progressive 
elements of the Malay intelligentsia, in a guided development towards 
modernity. 

  Chapters 3  and  4  together comprise  Part II , and they explore an age 
of ‘word wars’ and vernacular contestations in the aftermath of World 
War II. This was, as I show, a period when political discourse in Malaya 
was perhaps uniquely open to global fl ows of ideas and political pos-
sibility, and also when it seemed most critically ungovernable in the 
eyes of the returning colonial powers. These chapters turn away from 
the colonial archive to explore alternative, cultural sources, which index 
and underwrite the better-studied high political changes taking place 
over the period of decolonization.  Chapter 3  examines a new moment 
of lexical ferment in the Malay world through a genre of political dic-
tionaries which proliferated in the immediate aftermath of the Japanese 
occupation. It shows both the vigour and creativity of a newly politicized 
Malay lexicon, as well as the profound unease this provoked in colonial 
philologers and knowledge producers of  Chapter 2 .  Chapter 4  explores 
propaganda and psychological warfare in the early Emergency, in order 
to explore the diffi culties faced by the late colonial state in reining in the 
Chinese-language public sphere. Their greatest challenge came above all 
from written and oral Communist propaganda, which was comprised of 
idiomatic, colloquial, and highly populist documents that tapped into 
local language communities and sentiments in ways the colonial propa-
ganda machine was not easily able to replicate or match. Together, these 
chapters paint a picture of a brittle late colonial state, embattled on two 
linguistic fronts. 

  Part III , which comprises a long  Chapter 5 , concerns the postcolonial 
state’s intervention into language. It focuses directly on language:  the 
frenzy of language planning which occurred in the wake of independence 
in 1957. I show that the national language planning institute, the Dewan 
Bahasa, positioned itself against conceptions of national language policy, 
which better represented the plurality of the Malayan linguistic land-
scape, and, instead, pressed forward a monolingual defi nition of the 
nation profoundly at odds with Malaya’s multilingual reality. Language 
in postcolonial Malaya, I suggest, offered a discursive tool to be deployed 
for the purpose of maintaining racial boundaries in a consociational state 
whose political claims to power and hegemony would come to depend 
on their maintenance. 

 In writing this book, I have had three objectives in mind, which might 
be characterized as inward-, outward- and forward-looking. 
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Introduction 15

 Firstly, this book looks inward: that is to say, into Malaysian history. 
In taking the approach I have, one of my objectives has been to try to 
write a history which moves away from the colonial trap of reproduc-
ing the tired categories of racial confl ict which have plagued Malaysian 
history, and towards recovering a history perhaps better suited to the 
directions of the country’s recent past. By taking an approach which 
emphasizes the tensions and fractures of the governance of ‘Malay’ and 
‘Chinese’ over the course of the colonial and postcolonial period, I hope 
to emphasize not only the historical contingency and intrinsic fl exibility 
of these labels, but also where they  aren’t  fl exible, where they run up 
against conceptual borders; where they are governed, constricted, and 
restrained; and where change in their nature is most feared. Language 
may be an ‘unstoppable producer’ of social, political, and national 
possibilities, but it is important to recognize how and where prevail-
ing hegemonies prevent or arrest, however temporarily, the produc-
tion of such possibilities. In Malaysia today, that hegemony is racial. 
As Sumit Mandal said, ‘if the Malay language is allowed to grow and 
to be free of association with the Malay race, it has the potential to be 
very dynamic and vibrant.’  51   In this respect, it is equally important to 
recognize that because of this mutable quality of language, it will always 
represent, in a deeply polyglot society, a space of agency and opportu-
nities for reinvention:  an ever-present source for counter-hegemonic 
challenges to authority and the status quo. I will return to this theme 
in the conclusion. 

 Second, this book looks outward to the fi eld of colonial and postcolo-
nial studies. Its narrative of the colonial–postcolonial transition highlights 
convictions and approaches which have been well articulated elsewhere 
in the scholarship. Like others, I have tried to trace ‘how colonial pasts, 
though effaced, continue to carve out the environmental and psychic 
debris in which people live, long after colonial polities have been disman-
tled’.  52   These effects of colonialism are usually referred to as a ‘colonial 
legacy’, particularly in indignant or retributive registers. A given coun-
try’s experience of being colonized, it is charged by the ex-colonized, had 
effects beyond merely those relating to economic exploitation or mili-
tary force. Colonialism altered entire peoples’ mentalities; alien cultural 
values became internalized, or in Fanon’s word ‘epidermalized’, into 
native consciousness. This is nowhere more apparent than in the realm 
of culture, which has only recently begun to attract concerted analysis 

     51     Mandal, ‘Boundaries and Beyond,’ 160.  
     52        Ann Laura   Stoler  ,  Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial 

Rule  ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  2002  ), xvii.  
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in colonial studies.  53   Fanon and others inveighed against these subtler 
but perhaps more devastating acts of violence:  the ‘cultural bomb’ of 
colonialism, which annihilates people’s beliefs in their names, their lan-
guages, themselves, which moves them to revile their own histories as 
‘wasteland[s]  of non-achievement’.  54   But discussions of colonial legacies 
often produce more accusations of effects than accounts of process. How 
exactly, as Jean-François Bayart and Romain Bertrand have asked, is a 
colonial legacy transmitted? What are the processes by which aspects of 
the colonial experience are handed down across the uncertain boundary 
of independence? To these questions, they assert, there can be no gener-
alized answers, for causal factors are ‘valid only in distinctive confi gura-
tions of given historical situations’. What is needed, according to them, 
is not some global interpretation of what a colonial legacy is, but rather 
a way to defi ne and implement an analytical approach: a ‘game of scales’ 
adapted according to what specifi c effects of colonial rule one is looking 
for. More than an assertion of a causal chain between colonial factors 
and their postcolonial effects, they call for a contextual understanding of 
how the remit of postcolonial action is confi gured by that of its colonial 
past: following Foucault, they seek not linear origins ( Ursprung ) but the 
emergence ( Entstehung ) of postcolonial social practices and phenomena 
from their colonial pasts.  55   

 This is the analytical approach I take here; by emphasizing a continu-
ing dynamic between colonial and postcolonial state and society, I seek 
to interrogate the oft-perceived discontinuities of decolonization, which 
are more often than not shored up by the high-political approach to 
decolonization which has characterized most of Malaysian history. Yet 
we are not, as Fred Cooper observes, faced with a stark choice between a 
‘light-switch view of decolonization…and a continuity approach [which 
suggests that] colonialism never really ended’.  56   Rather, we ought to try 
to understand what, in the course of the struggles of political indepen-
dence, became possible, impossible, or reconfi gured in the new polities 
which emerged from those struggles  – and crucially, what structures 
of constraint persisted, and how. In this book, therefore, by scaling the 
analysis to focus on language and the particular sites of contestation 

     53        Claire   Wintle   and   Ruth   Craggs  , eds.  Cultures of Decolonization: Transnational Productions 
and Practices, 1945–70  ( Manchester :  Manchester University Press ,  2016  ).  

     54        Ngu ̃ gi ̃  Wa   Thiong’o  ,  Decolonizing the Mind  ( London :  James Currey ,  1986  ).  
     55     Jean-Francois Bayart, and Romain Bertrand, “De Quel ‘Legs Colonial’ Parle-T-on? 

[What Colonial Legacy Are We Speaking of?],”  Esprit ,  http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/
IMG/pdf/0901_Bayard-Bertrand-AN.pdf  (accessed 22 Sept, 2014).  

     56     See Cooper’s comments on the ‘epochal fallacy’ of colonialism studies, in Cooper, 
 Colonialism in Question , 19–22.  
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it generated over the colonial and postcolonial periods, I  try to trace 
agency in the perpetuation of certain structures of cultural domina-
tion across this mid-twentieth-century conjuncture of multidimensional 
change which we call decolonization. I have tried to show where and how 
particular aspects of colonialism, in particular ethnic distinctions, were 
not simply infl icted or handed down, but actively maintained through to 
a postcolonial present which  emerged  from, and continues to be infl ected 
with, its colonial pasts. 

 Last but not least, this book looks forward to language and nation-
alism in a globalized, even post-global, world. One clear legacy of 
twentieth-century colonialism must be judged to be the widespread 
acceptance of the predominantly Western European normative isomor-
phism between nation, language, and race in many parts of colonized 
Asia. This was intimately linked with nationalist desire, for part of the 
story of the decolonization of Asian and African nations is that these new 
nationalisms pursued a similar impulse, which had been expressed in 
Hungary, Greece, and Catalonia, as well as in Baltic and Slavic countries 
a century earlier, when a historical turning point in the construction of 
modern nationalism had been passed. ‘One no longer said “the nation 
exists because it has a language”, but rather, “the nation exists,  there-
fore  it must be given a language”.’  57   Scholars of, in particular, Central 
and Eastern European languages have been far more keenly aware than 
others of the relative recent genesis of this now-hegemonic idea.  58   The 
history of Hungary within the Austro-Hungarian monarchy has often 
been schematized as a struggle between German and Magyar, and which 
ought to be the language that would reign over the dozen or so other lan-
guages jostling within (as one writer put it) ‘the chaotic “poliglott Babel” 
of their polity’, once and for all.  59   Yet this apparent struggle, as Susan Gal 
has argued, masks the fact that both claims are simply two sides of the 
same coin: two versions of a basically monolingualist claim about nation 
and language. Both assume that ‘a single language with no rivals is the 
proper mediator of a properly modern polity’, and that ‘monolingualism 
is the natural condition of ordinary people’, whereas ‘multilingualism 
was seen as dangerous…raising the possibility that speakers had loyal-
ties to more than one state’.  60   She rescues instead an earlier discursive 

     57     Judt and Lacorne,  Language, Nation and State , introduction.  
     58     See e.g.,    Tomasz   Kamusella  ,  The Politics of Language and Nationalism in Modern Central 

Europe  ( London :   Palgrave Macmillan ,  2009  ). See also    Pieter   Judson  ,  Guardians 
of the Nation:  Activists on the Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria  ( Cambridge, 
MA :  HUP ,  2006  ).  

     59        Susan   Gal  , ‘ Polyglot Nationalism: Alternative Perspectives on Language in 19th Century 
Hungary ,’  Langage et société   136 , no.  2  ( 2011 ),  35  .  

     60      Ibid ., 33.  
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opportunity in Hungary of what she terms ‘polyglot nationalism’:  the 
idea that speaking many languages and belonging to one nation were 
not in fact mutually incompatible ventures. But by the late nineteenth 
century, Hungarians were, along with the rest of Europe, insisting that 
‘the life of the nation is the life of its language… Without it the nation 
ceases to exist … and picks up the qualities of the nation whose language 
it adopts…and ruins its own.’  61   

 Perhaps it is time to try to resurrect these earlier discursive oppor-
tunities:  to view Babel not as the place of lamentable confusion, but 
as the default state of humanity. As Eric Hobsbawm observed, today 
we live in a necessary plurilingual world, and it is one which, I would 
suggest, does not fi t easily or coherently into the trinity of language, 
nation, and race.  62   The ideal of the ‘imagined community’, represented 
by an ethnically, culturally, and linguistically homogenous population, 
is just that: an ideal. The number of states which conform to this vision 
is tiny: a handful out of the almost 200 states today. In the rest of the 
world, we are faced instead with the daily necessities of speaking multiple 
languages, of switching codes, of fi nding new fl uencies and fl uidities of 
thinking and speaking. These are arising out of the realities of immigra-
tion and the biological, cultural, social, and linguistic interlacing of a 
globalizing humanity. These forces are not, as early proponents of glo-
balization believed, dissolving humanity into a homogenous global bor-
derless mush, but producing, sharpening, and proliferating post-global 
difference. ‘Borderlands – as zones of contestation and spaces of becom-
ing  – have become more, not less, important in a borderless world.’  63   
Language, or rather  languages , are the routes across those borders. The 
enthusiasm with which multilingualism is being promulgated in the EU 
today is a measure of these new global realities.  64   

 Yet even our notions of ‘language’ may still perniciously misrepresent 
the realities of human communication. What is a language, a dialect, a 
creole? Nineteenth-century European notions of language still dominate 
our present views on how we, through the discipline of linguistics, clas-
sify ‘pure’ languages. ‘These notions, often supported in traditional phil-
ological and historical linguistic environments, fail to capture the nature 
of the relationships and interaction of different languages in other parts 

     61     J. Rákósi, ‘The National Language ( A nemzeti nyelv )’, 1882, cited in  Ibid ., 37.  
     62        Eric   Hobsbawm  , ‘ Language, Culture, and National Identity ,’  Social Research   63 , no.  4  

( 1996 ),  1073  .  
     63        Robert   Kaiser   and   Elena   Nikiforova  , ‘ Borderland Spaces of Identifi cation and Dis/

Location:  Multiscalar Narratives and Enactments of Seto Identity and Place in the 
Estonian-Russian Borderlands ,’  Ethnic and Racial Studies   29 , no.  5  ( 2006 ),  928–58  .  

     64     Hobsbawm, ‘Language, Culture, and National Identity.’  
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of the world’.  65   Even the EU model of multilingualism may not suffi ce 
as a descriptor or political goal for this kind of a world, since it is essen-
tially an invention which rests atop a specifi c ideological apparatus about 
what ‘counts’ as a language.  66   As Sinfree Makoni and Alastair Pennycook 
put it, 

  … current approaches to diversity, multilingualism and so forth, all too often 
start with the enumerative strategy of counting languages and romanticizing a 
plurality based on these putative language counts. It is our contention that, while 
opening up questions of diversity with one hand, at the same time such strategies 
are also reproducing the tropes of colonial invention, overlooking the contested 
history of language inventions, and ignoring the ‘collateral damage’ that their 
embedded notions of language may be perpetrating.  67    

 In these respects, contemporary Malaysia  – with its iconic plurilin-
gualism; its utterly quotidian proliferation of creoles, pidgins, languages, 
dialects, and codes; its state–society squabbles over the enumeration of 
selves and tongues; and the history I try to tell here of its continuing real-
ity of untameable pluralities – may provide a better model for thinking 
about the intersection of language, nation, and race in a postcolonial, 
post-global world. For, looking at Malaysia, it is very clear that beneath 
the constant attempts to manage, enumerate, and tame plurilingual reali-
ties always already lie possibilities for the realization of different ones. 
This is the gift – and curse – of language. At the most general level, there-
fore, this book suggests that not only is it the nature of the modern state 
to tame and make borders, it is also the nature of language to untame and 
unmake:  to provide spaces of agency for speaking, thinking, behaving 
differently; for crossing or disinventing borders; for negotiating different 
relationships with a state that must constantly seek to contain diversity 
in terms it can understand. At Babel, the entwined tussles of crisis and 
opportunity will continue. Through the salve of an unconventional his-
tory, this book hopes to make it possible to think differently about inclu-
sion, exclusion, and belonging in an increasingly plural, transnational 
world – but one in which, contrary to expectations, the nation-state is 
not going anywhere.       

     65        Umberto   Ansaldo  ,  Contact Languages: Ecology and Evolution in Asia  ( Cambridge :  CUP , 
 2009  ), 14. See also Degraff, ‘Creole Exceptionalism.’  

     66     On these and other ‘language ideologies’, see    Bambi   Schieffelin  ,   Kathryn Ann   Woolard  , 
and   Paul   Kroskrity  , eds.  Language Ideologies: Practice and Theory  ( New York :  OUP ,  1998  ); 
   Paul   Kroskrity  , ed.  Regimes of Language:  Ideologies, Polities, and Identities  ( Oxford :   J. 
Currey ,  2000  ).  

     67        Sinfree   Makoni   and   Alastair   Pennycook  , eds.  Disinventing and Reconstituting Languages  
(Clevedon:  Multilingual Matters ,  2007 ),  16  .  
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     1     The Technocrats    

 Challenges of Governance in a Polyglot Society      

   Precision, speed, unambiguity, knowledge of fi les, continuity, discretion, 
unity, strict subordination, reduction of friction and of material and per-
sonal costs – these are raised to the optimum point in the strictly bureaucratic 
administration.  

     – Max Weber  

    Introduction 

 How was it that British colonizers were able to assert claims of gover-
nance over whole populations of people to whom they could not actually 
speak? This puzzle assumes special salience in Malaya, whose linguistic 
diversity became typecasted: there were so many tongues on the penin-
sula, and not for nothing was it dubbed by contemporaries as the ‘Babel 
of the East’. Victor Purcell (1896–1965), a prominent Chinese Affairs 
offi cer, addressing his European compadres over the weekly luncheon at 
the Rotary Club in 1935, put it like this:

  There is, I believe, no record of the number of tongues spoken at the original 
Babel but I have an idea that if the truth were known Singapore would be found 
to have put its ancient prototype into the shade . . . . 

 Come for a walk with me in Singapore. I will show you outside a shop an Arab 
from the Hadramaut chanting aloud his Koran in Arabic. At the corner I will 
show you a Cantonese professional storyteller recounting to a crowd extracts 
from the ‘Three Kingdoms’ or ‘The Dreams of the Yellow [sic] Chamber’… 
There is a cinema poster in Tamil of a forthcoming fi lm at the Marlborough 
stuck up on a pillar by the fi ve-foot way. 

 Come a little further and I will point out to you where newly arrived Dutch 
delicacies are set out in Dutch on a board. The Japanese hotel has its name in 
Japanese; the Greek sailor over there is trying to speak in broken French to a 
Madrasi who is selling cigarettes. I had in my offi ce the other day a person who 
knew nothing but Yiddish speaking to someone who knew nothing but French 
through the intermediary of an interpreter of Yiddish who spoke English and 
myself speaking French. If you buy a bottle of Eno’s from the Madrasi’s stall the 
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wrapper will make a valiant attempt in ten languages to describe the contents and 
its properties to anyone who may chance to buy it. 

 When we remember that there are 1500 languages in the world and a large 
proportion of them are spoken in Singapore at some time or another you may 
believe that this attempt must often fail. Recently my staff and I were completely 
baffl ed by a Somali cattle dealer.  1     

 In fact, the 1911 census had counted 54 languages spoken in Singapore 
alone, which by that time had achieved a reputation for being perhaps 
the most cosmopolitan city in Asia.  2   

 How was this Babel tamed? How did colonizers govern, or try to gov-
ern, polyglot subjects? What challenges did they encounter in doing so, 
and what can we learn about the nature and tensions of colonial rule in 
examining them? The linguistic aspect of the imperial endeavour often 
goes unremarked, but invisibility belies ubiquity. Every act of imperial 
governance involves the management of alien polyglot spaces, and thus 
every imperial bureaucracy suffers, to varying degrees, from the lack of 
language expertise. Examining the colonial bureaucracy from the per-
spective of the colonial state’s linguistic challenges, more often than 
not, reveals a suite of deep and distinct anxieties: a systemic mockery 
of the Weberian ideal. To highlight some of these anxieties, this chapter 
focuses on the creation of what I call a language technocracy in British 
Malaya, which I understand to be an administration whose rationale for 
allocating work and resources was fundamentally underpinned by its 
language needs. 

 The problem of the lack of language expertise was not, of course, 
limited to the colonial situation in Malaya. There, as in Hong Kong, 
South Africa, India, Southern Rhodesia, and many other places, British 
rule regarded plurilingual colonial situations as a hindrance to proper 
and effective governance, and language expertise was valued as a critical 
tool in the exercise of power.  3   Burma, colonized formally by the British 
in 1888, was bewilderingly polyglot, with even conservative estimates 
placing the number of spoken languages at seventy, and ranging up to 

     1     ‘Babel in Singapore’, address by Victor Purcell at the weekly luncheon of the Rotary 
Club, Adelphi Hotel, Singapore, 16 October 1935, reprinted in ‘Basic English as Cure 
for Malayan Language Confusion’,  ST , 17 October 1935.  

     2     Hayes Marriot,  Census Report of the Straits Settlements, 1911  (Singapore:  Government 
Printing Offi ce, 1911). See also    A. M.   Pountney  ,  Federated Malay States: Review of the 
Census Operations and Results, 1911  ( London :   Government of the Federated Maiay 
States ,  1911  ).  

     3     On Southern Rhodesia, for example, see    Diana   Jeater  , ‘ Speaking Like a Native: Vernacular 
Languages and the State in Southern Rhodesia, 1890–1935 ,’  Journal of African history  
 42 , no.  3  ( 2001 ),  449–68  . The classic statement for India is    Bernard   Cohn  ,  Colonialism 
and Its Forms of Knowledge:  The British in India  ( Princeton, NJ :   Princeton University 
Press ,  1996  ).  
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a hundred.  4   And of course, there are few nations which at fi rst glance 
present a more spectacular tableau of linguistic diversity than India, 
with some 180 languages, depending on how one counts them.  5   Other 
empires faced similar problems. Perhaps the most comparable case study 
is the Dutch empire in the Netherlands East Indies, which faced a simi-
lar brew of languages across the archipelago, and to which comparative 
reference will be made where appropriate. 

 Yet the perceived problem of languages in British Malaya, I suggest, 
was especially compounded by the extent and diversity of its Chinese 
emigrant populations. Sojourning Chinese frequently comprised pro-
portionately the largest migrant populations in any single colonial terri-
tory, with the British port cities of Singapore and Penang becoming the 
only majority-Chinese colonial urban settlements in Southeast Asia by 
the mid-nineteenth century. Examining Britain’s language technocracy 
in Malaya thus illuminates, in usefully stark historical particulars, the 
general challenges of monoglot governance in any polyglot colony where 
those who sought to govern were but a thin veneer of prospective rulers, 
who for all governmental intents and purposes were both illiterate and 
mute. In this chapter, I examine three specifi c challenges to governance 
which the lack of language command created in Malaya: translation cri-
ses in the law courts; crises of morality and authority within the colo-
nial state; and crises of incompetence in the civil service. Together, these 
paint a picture of a systemically brittle colonial state, one which seemed 
condemned by the very nature of its rule to exist in a state of perpetual 
unease.  

    The Early Days of British Rule 

 In a pattern of conquest entirely in line with European imperial encroach-
ment in other parts of Southeast Asia, the British colonized Malaya 
incrementally. This is refl ected in the piecemeal quality to their admin-
istration and, as we will see, in the patchy and extempore assembling of 
the language technocracy. The French had been provoked into more for-
mal conquest of Indochina by 1858 after threats to Catholic missionary 
interests, and the Dutch had placed the Indies (in particular Java) under 
direct rule of the Dutch government in 1800, with the process of ‘creep-
ing annexation’ complete by 1910, as the peripheries of the Indies outside 

     4        Justin   Watkins  , ‘ Burma/Myanmar ,’ in  Language and National Identity in Asia , ed.   Andrew  
 Simpson   ( Oxford :  OUP ,  2007  ).  

     5     Though the really signifi cant languages number only about a dozen; see    Christopher R.  
 King  ,  One Language, Two Scripts: The Hindi Movement in Nineteenth Century North India  
( Oxford :  OUP ,  1994  ).  
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the Javanese center were gradually ‘pacifi ed’. British rule in Southeast 
Asia, too, was ‘late and reluctant’, even more belated than that of the 
French or Dutch. It advanced primarily by commercial consideration 
via the East India Company (EIC) and its early mercantile buccaneers: a 
‘cheap and non-committal alternative to annexation’.  6   Penang, the small 
and verdant northern island at the neck of the Malaccan Straits, was 
leased from the Sultan of Kedah and eventually became a Residency 
under the Governor of Bengal in 1786. Another profi table chunk of 
the peninsula, the sugar plantations of Province Wellesley, was added in 
1800. Meanwhile, in the south, Stamford Raffl es, wielding the might 
of the British navy, extreme political cunning, and a certain personal 
charm, secured a little slab of land at the southernmost tip of the penin-
sula from the Temenggong of Johor in 1819. Over the next decade or so, 
Singapore, as it was now known, fl ourished, and was brought under the 
direct control of the Governor-General of India. 

 Raffl es’ acquisition, undertaken without direct orders from Britain, 
was one of several points of contestation between Britain and the Dutch, 
both jousting for infl uence and commercial rights in the Southeast 
Asian archipelago. These disputes were settled once and for all in the 
Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824, when the archipelago was divided formally 
into spheres of infl uence demarcated by the Straits of Malacca. The 
British would be dominant to the north of the Straits, while the Dutch 
took possession of the whole of Sumatra and the archipelagic constel-
lation of what would eventually become the Netherlands East Indies. 
Two years later, the northern and southern fl anks of what would become 
British Malaya began to crystallize. The Burney Treaty of 1826, signed in 
Bangkok between EIC agent Henry Burney and King Rama III of Siam, 
established Siamese claims over northern Malay states, in exchange for 
Siam’s formal recognition of British possession of Penang – there is no 
better statement of the disinterest British actors at this point had in any-
thing that did not directly advance their commercial interests. Shortly 
afterward, Penang, Singapore, and Malacca were formed into a single 
Presidency, and the British Straits Settlements thus emerged: three tiny 
blips on the western fringe of the peninsula, surrounded by large sprawl-
ing Malay kingdoms in the south – Perak, Selangor, Johor – and Siam’s 
acknowledged possessions in the north – Perlis, Kedah, Kelantan, and 
Terengganu.  7   

     6        J.  de V   Allen  , et  al.,  A Collection of Treaties and Other Documents Affecting the States of 
Malaysia, 1761–1963 , vol. I ( London :  Oceana Publications ,  1981 ),  6  .  

     7     For background to the expansion of British rule across Malaya, see    Charles Donald  
 Cowan  ,  Nineteenth-Century Malaya:  The Origins of British Political Control , vol. 11 
( London :  OUP ,  1961  ).  
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 From this point on, the consolidation of British rule slowly expanded 
into the policy of active intervention through the enlargement of the 
scope, size, and nature of its administration. The transfer of the Straits 
Settlements from the India Offi ce to the Colonial Offi ce in 1867 marked 
the beginning of these changes, for it was a signal that it warranted admin-
istering as a Crown Colony in its own right, rather than as a far-fl ung and 
lesser province of India. The British Residency system, introduced in 
1874, marked a new frontier of British imperialism in Malaya, and by 
1914, the large Malay kingdoms had, one by one, came under the aegis 
of formal British rule, with Johor joining last. At the time of the 1867 
transfer to the Colonial Offi ce, the Straits government was a mere whis-
per in the lives of its heterogeneous, polyglot Asian populations. By 1941, 
on the eve of the Japanese invasion, the British had brought the whole 
polity into its executive, judicial, and social embrace, laying the founda-
tions for the modern state.  

    The Language Technocracy 

 It is the creeping nature of this annexation that, I  want to suggest, 
did much to shape the character of the British language technocracy. 
Accompanying this piecemeal expansion of British rule was the rise of 
a civil service. In their work, we can observe the challenges faced on the 
ground by these men (and they were all men), whose business it became 
to govern the many-tongued populations they could not reliably speak to. 
The challenges of taming Babel produced distinctive linguistic anxieties. 
The picture of the administration which I paint here is one far removed 
from the Weberian ideal. Instead of rationalized, bureaucratically driven 
‘laboratories of modernity’ – instead of precision, speed and unambigu-
ity – language revealed a deep chaos and incompetence in the heart of 
the colonial technocracy.  8   

 Translation, as Tim Harper suggests, was a key predicament of the 
colonial state in Malaya. From its very inception, the state was ham-
pered by the multitude of languages that roiled and bumped up against 
each other within this relatively small geographical area.  9   From the ear-
liest days of the British empire, American and European travel litera-
ture to Singapore can be found saturated with the bewilderment of the 

     8     For a critique of assumptions of reason and rationality in colonial bureaucracies, see 
e.g.,    Frederick   Cooper   and   Ann Laura   Stoler  ,  Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a 
Bourgeois World  ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  1997  );    Ann   Stoler  , ‘ Affective States ,’ in  A Companion to the 
Anthropology of Politics , eds.   David   Nugent   and   Joan   Vincent   ( Oxford :  Blackwell ,  2008  ).  

     9     T. N. Harper, ‘Globalism and the Pursuit of Authenticity: The Making of a Diasporic 
Public Sphere in Singapore,’  SOJOURN  (1997), 268.  
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situationally illiterate: all who set foot on shore found themselves imme-
diately out of depth in a sea of tongues. Alfred North (1807–1869), a 
Presbyterian missionary from Exeter, set sail in 1835 for Singapore. He 
emerged from a year’s journey at sea into the free port, where it took him 
less than a day to drown. ‘O these tongues! O these tongues!’ he lamented 
to his diary, less than a month after his arrival. ‘We at Singapore can 
indeed boast of the most delightful and healthy climate in the world, of 
cheap living, an excellent government, free trade, and every manner of 
comfort and convenience. But . . . Providence designs this world to be a 
place of trouble . . . . The requisite evil, if I mistake not, is found in our 
unutterable confusion of tongues.’  10   Alfred North’s Babel was a thorny, 
troublesome one. In the cosmopolitan port city of Singapore, he wrote, 
the languages spoken included the gamut of European ones – English, 
French, German, Dutch, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese  – as well as a 
plethora of regional ones – Tamil (known at the time as ‘Kling’), Bengali, 
Siamese, Javanese, Bugis, Balinese, ‘Cochin-chinese’, and a language 
North called ‘Indo-Portuguese’, which ‘the European Portuguese can 
hardly, if at all, understand’. And of course there were the Chinese ‘dia-
lects’ – though these, North observed, were ‘so different that they need 
interpreters when they speak to each other, as much as an Englishman 
does when he speaks to any one of them…[that they] ought therefore to 
be reckoned as six  languages ’.  11   

 These ‘dialect’ divisions were produced by distinctions of both lan-
guage as well as place of origin, for these dialects were in large part 
regional languages.  12   For the most part, Chinese communities in 
Southeast Asia trace their ancestries to the southern coastal provinces 
of China, particularly Fujian and Guangdong, the two largest  qiaoxi-
ang  (‘home towns’) of the Nanyang Chinese. Language overlapped with 
native place to produce sub-ethnic identities within the wider immi-
grant populations – southern and northern Min (Hokkien), as well as 
Chaozhou, Hainan, Fuzhou, Cantonese, and Hakka. Cantonese and 
Hakka became the predominant languages of a new infl ux of migrants 
on the mining frontier in Malaya after the opening of Hong Kong and 
other treaty ports from 1840 onward. It is also worth noting that the 
distribution of this Chinese-speaking diversity in Southeast Asia was 

     10     Alfred North, ‘The Journal of Alfred North, 1 August 1835 – 27 July 1836: Transcribed 
by Ian Proudfoot,’ < http://mcp.anu.edu.au/proudfoot/North.pdf > (accessed 8 April, 
2013), entry for 1 March 1836.  

     11      Ibid ., entry for 20 February 1836, 259.  
     12     On the problematic use of ‘dialect’ to describe these regional Sinitic languages, see    Victor  

 Mair  , ‘ What Is a Chinese “Dialect/Topolect”?: Refl ections on Some Key Sino-English 
Linguistic Terms ,’  Sino-Platonic Papers   29  ( 1991  ).  
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uneven. At the time North was in Singapore, in 1836, the total pop-
ulation of the island was 25,540, of which well over one-third were 
sojourners from China.  13   By 1901 they were 164,000 strong, represent-
ing more than 70% of Singapore’s total population. More signifi cantly, 
however, the population was highly heterogeneous, featuring Hokkien, 
Cantonese, and Teochew groups in comparably even numbers.  14   In 
contrast, Chinese communities in other major port cities like Batavia 
and Manila were proportionally smaller as well as more homogenously 
distributed. In the Philippines, for example, the second largest dialect 
group, Cantonese speakers, comprised a mere 5% of the total Chinese 
population around the turn of the twentieth century, and at most 10% 
of urban Manila’s Chinese population.  15   

 In the earliest years of British settlement, the solution to the ‘problem’ 
of Chinese linguistic diversity was highly pragmatic: Francis Light simply 
appointed  kapitans , or respected leaders, of each language community to 
serve as intermediaries between the English-speaking colonial state and 
those it sought to govern. The  kapitan  system – the practice of govern-
ing communities through their headmen – was not, of course, Light’s 
invention, but had also been in use by earlier Europeans to govern the 
immigrant populations of their colonial settlements. In Spanish Manila, 
a  gobernadorcillo de chinos  or  capitán  was appointed to act as judge in 
civil actions, and liaise between the Chinese community and the Spanish 
government.  16   In the Dutch East Indies, the  kapitan  system was imple-
mented most comprehensively on Java, where Chinese populations were 
most numerous. It reached its most advanced associational form in the 
Batavian Kong Koan ( gongguan ), the Council of Chinese Offi cers, whose 
member  kapitans  were appointed by colonial authorities and served long, 
powerful terms as social and political intermediaries between Chinese 
communities and the Dutch government.  17   

 But as Chinese populations in Southeast Asia swelled, the practice of 
ruling through chiefs eventually became inadequate. In the Dutch case, 
this happened later, and was directly affected by the rise of Chinese 

     13     North, ‘Journal of Alfred North,’ 258.  
     14     William Pickering, ‘Chinese Secret Societies and Their Origin,’  JSBRAS  1 (1878), 

63–84. For an overview, see    Victor   Purcell  ,  The Chinese in Malaya  ( Oxford :  OUP ,  1948  ). 
For data on distribution of Chinese dialect groups in Singapore, see    Mak   Lau-Fong  , 
 The Dynamics of Chinese Dialect Groups in Early Malaya  ( Singapore :  Singapore Society 
of Asian Studies ,  1995  ).  

     15        Edgar   Wickberg  ,  The Chinese in Philippine Life, 1850–1898  ( Manila :  Ateneo University 
Press ,  1965 ),  177  .  

     16      Ibid ., 37.  
     17     See    Leonard   Blussé   and   Chen   Mongheng  , eds.  The Archives of the Kong Koan of Batavia , 

vol. 59,   Sinica   Leidensia   ( Leiden :  Brill ,  2003  ).  
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nationalism. The legitimacy of the  Kong Koan  offi cers in the eyes of 
an increasingly diverse and politically aware Chinese community over 
the early twentieth century began to diminish. The old  kapitan  system, 
subjected to increasing criticism as an anachronistic residue of old China 
and perceived (rightfully) as a Dutch-sponsored organization, was even-
tually abolished. In the British case, however, the magnitude and diver-
sity of the linguistic problem seems to have generated a signifi cant pull 
toward the establishment of the language technocracy early on, more so 
than the push factor of  kapitan  irrelevance. The transfer of the Straits 
Settlements to the Colonial Offi ce was, in part, a decision affected by the 
growing perception that the India Offi ce was simply not equipped to deal 
with the unusual linguistic diversity to be found in Penang, Malacca, 
and Singapore. During the period of EIC rule (c. 1830–1867) offi cers 
were recruited mainly from the Indian army, and the Straits administra-
tion was little more than ‘a minimum, constabulary government in a 
poor colony under the tight and grudging control of a distant master’.  18   
Governed as a lesser province of India, it proved diffi cult to get compe-
tent men to serve in the Straits. Yet the India offi ce could not provide 
Chinese-speaking offi cers, a need that was becoming more strongly felt as 
Chinese labour and enterprise streamed into the settlements throughout 
the 1800s. The socioeconomic repercussions of this large-scale immigra-
tion exerted formative pressures on the scope and nature of British rule. 
Particularly from the 1840s onward, business interests on the peninsula 
began to push for greater British involvement, in large part due to the 
immigrant Chinese labour unrest on tin mines in Perak and Selangor. 

 The Indian Offi ce had, of course, long grappled with the need to 
secure the ‘command of language’ crucial to the consolidation of power 
in India.  19   In the early 1800s, EIC offi cials had taken pains to learn, 
codify, and teach Indian classical and vernacular languages in colonial 
institutions established for these purposes in England and India. These 
institutions included the College of Fort William in Calcutta, estab-
lished in 1800 and offering instruction in classical Arabic, Persian, and 
Sanskrit, as well as vernacular languages such as Telugu and Bengali; 
followed by the college at Haileybury in England, established in 1806 
to educate recruits before they went to India; and fi nally, the College of 
Fort St George in Madras, specializing in South Indian languages.  20   But 

     18        Robert   Heussler  ,  British Rule in Malaya: The Malayan Civil Service and Its Predecessors, 
1867–1942  ( Westport Conn. :  Greenwood Press ,  1981 ),  25  .  

     19     On the ‘command of language’, see Cohn,  Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge , ch. 2.  
     20     For an overview of language training in the Indian civil service, see King,  One Language, 

Two Scripts . See also    Farina   Mir  , ‘ Imperial Policy, Provincial Practices:  Colonial 
Language Policy in Nineteenth-Century India ,’  Indian Economic & Social History Review  
 43 , no.  4  ( 2006 ),  395 – 427  .  
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these specializations were almost irrelevant in the Straits Settlements, 
where the number of Tamil labourers consistently paled in comparison 
to migrants from southern China, who, by 1867, made up two-thirds 
of the entire population of Singapore. ‘Indian offi cers have no oppor-
tunity of acquiring experience of the habits or the language of either 
Malays or Chinese,’ Lord Canning remarked, ‘and accordingly, when 
offi cers are sent to the Straits, they have everything to learn.’ Without this 
special training, he insisted, ‘the Indian government cannot do justice 
to these Settlements’.  21   There had been much talk, therefore, of bor-
rowing British offi cers from the Chinese Consular Service.  22   But even 
three decades later, as W.  E. Maxwell groused to the Royal Colonial 
Institute, there continued to be a discrepancy between ‘the munifi cence 
of the Government of India in encouraging the study of native languages 
and literature’ and the relative paucity of such initiatives in the Malay 
peninsula.  23   

 To the problem of Chinese languages, the British devised a bureau-
cratic solution called the Chinese Protectorate. Conceived as a branch 
of the Malayan Civil Service (MCS), the Protectorate was established 
in the Straits Settlements, fi rst in Singapore in 1877 and subsequently 
Penang in 1881. It spread rapidly through the peninsula over the next 
forty years: the Perak offi ce opened in Taiping in 1883, and a Selangor 
offi ce opened in KL in 1890. Singapore and Penang were clearing-houses 
for indentured immigrant labour, and the early Protectorate might be 
seen as an immigration centre rationalized on linguistic lines, though it 
would assume other kinds of tasks, principally the suppression of secret 
societies, the regulation of women and girls, matters concerning Chinese 
culture and community, and increasingly from the early twentieth cen-
tury, the work of policing, censorship, and surveillance.  24   Across the 
Straits, the Dutch, also faced with the problem of governing and com-
municating with their Chinese communities, established the Kantoor 
voor Chineesche Zaken (Offi ce for Chinese Affairs), though it was set up 
substantially later than the British Chinese Protectorate, in 1900. Indeed 
the Kantoor can be understood as a belated formalization of the small 
but infl uential channel of Delft and Leiden University-trained sinologist 
expertise, which had been available to the Dutch colonial administration 

     21     Lord Canning, minute of November 1859, quoted in    Charles Burton   Buckley  ,  An 
Anecdotal History of Old Times in Singapore  ( Singapore :  Fraser & Neave ,  1902 ),  765  .  

     22     Heussler,  British Rule in Malaya , 26.  
     23        W. E.   Maxwell  , ‘ The Malay Peninsula: Its Resources and Prospects ’ (1891), reprinted 

in   Paul   Kratoska  , ed.  Honourable Intentions: Talks on the British Empire in South-East Asia 
Delivered At the Royal Colonial Institute, 1874–1928  ( Oxford :  OUP ,  1983  ).  

     24     G. R. Sykes, ‘The Chinese Protectorate’, TNA, CO 865/47. See also    Ng Siew   Yoong  , 
‘ The Chinese Protectorate in Singapore, 1877–1900 ,’  JSEAH   2 , no.  1  ( 1961 ),  76  .  
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since the mid-nineteenth century.  25   Conversely, the Protectorate was 
quite clearly conceived as a scheme to meet a worrying shortfall in the 
British administration’s capacity to govern. 

 The MCS was thus apprised from the very beginning of its linguistic 
defi ciencies. Crucially, however, British offi cials, from a very early stage, 
approached the learning of Malay and the many Chinese languages 
spoken in British Malaya in quite different ways. Their attitudes both 
refl ected and subsequently shaped the quite different natures of colonial 
governance with regard to the labelling of ‘Melayu’ and ‘Cina’ under 
colonial rule.  

    Commanding Languages in the Courts of Law 

 It would not be until the 1870s that British cadets were compelled to 
learn Malay, and it would take another decade before the question of 
training Chinese-speaking cadets was really addressed. The troubles of 
the Malayan Babel were apprehended perhaps most clearly at the time 
by William Pickering, a British missionary who had, prior to his appoint-
ment in the Straits in 1872, served for ten years at the Chinese Maritime 
Customs Service in Hong Kong, where he had picked up Cantonese, 
Hakka, Hokkien, Teochew, and court Mandarin (  guanhua  ).  26   Prior to 
1872, schemes had been underway for creating what the colonial sec-
retary referred explicitly to as a ‘regular and effi cient staff of Chinese 
interpreters’.  27   Cadets were told directly upon their arrival in the new 
Crown Colony that what was expected of them above all was language 
learning, to a standard high enough to serve as interpreters, especially in 
the courts. Cadets were explicitly encouraged in this period to read law 
when on home leave, and were promised salary incentives if they passed 
the bar.  28   The civil service’s Malay language capabilities duly expanded, 
but until Pickering arrived in 1872, there was no other European offi -
cial to work as part of the Malayan civil service who was able to speak 
and write in any Chinese language. The Dutch, on the other hand, 
had already amassed a relatively strong corps of Dutch interpreters of 
Chinese by 1864, and had installed an interpreter each in Semarang, 
Surabaya, Ceribon, Banka, Riau, and Pontianak. The two sinologists 

     25     See Leonard Blussé, ‘Of Hewers of Wood and Drawers of Water: Leiden University’s 
Early Sinologists (1853–1911),’ in  Leiden Oriental Connections: 1850–1940 , ed. Willem 
Otterspeer (Leiden: Brill, 1989).  

     26     William Pickering,  Pioneering in Formosa: Recollections of Adventures Among Mandarins, 
Wreckers, and Head-Hunting Savages  (London: Hurst & Blackett, 1898).  

     27     Lt-Governor A.  E. H.  Anson to Sir M.  E. Hicks-Beach, Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, des. 202, TNA, CO 273/99.  

     28     Heussler,  British Rule in Malaya .  
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who served in Batavia – M. von Faber and Gustav Schlegel – were of 
especially high quality. Schlegel would go on to be the fi rst professor of 
Chinese in Leiden University, responsible for training successive gen-
erations of Dutch  kwekelingen voor de Chineesche taal  (Chinese language 
trainees) bound for colonial service.  29   The Batavian High Court had thus 
already been drawing on sinologist expertise for nearly a decade before 
Pickering even set foot in the Straits and began his work translating offi -
cial documents into Chinese and interpreting witness testimonies in the 
law courts. 

 It was in the courts of law that the problem of language presented 
itself with special salience  – not surprising, since of all the aspects of 
governance, the negotiation of justice and social conduct is where the 
most attention to language and its communicative nuances is required, 
and where the daily business of governing comes most closely into con-
tact with the largest range of society. It was arguably questions of law 
and arbitration that, for example, obliged the Dutch to ramp up their 
linguistic expertise in the Indies earlier in the nineteenth century. J. C. 
Baud, who served in the 1830s as Governor-General of the Dutch East 
Indies and later as Colonial Secretary, recounted one of the incidents 
which impelled him to campaign strongly for the establishment of a good 
language-training program for cadets. Reviewing the pronouncement 
of a death sentence on three Javanese men, he became convinced that 
they were found guilty only because the presiding Dutch offi cial had an 
uncertain grasp of Javanese. He ordered an appeal. Just as the appeal 
was underway, a similar crime occurred in the same district. The offend-
ers were caught and confessed to both crimes; the three Javanese men, 
wrongfully accused, narrowly escaped an unjust death.  30   Pickering had a 
somewhat different experience. His linguistic abilities allowed him to dis-
cover, much to the administration’s horror, that local translators ordered 
to render British proclamations and words into good Chinese had been 
conducting an extended joke at the expense of their colonial masters. In 
‘Chinese copies of our own Government proclamations’, he reported, 
‘colonial offi cials were styled “red-haired barbarians”. . . the judges, 
magistrates, barristers and jury were all, by our own paid interpreters, 
spoken of as “barbarians” or “devils”, and the police distinguished by the 
ironic title of “big dogs”.’  31   Despite his facility and great love for his work 
and learning, Pickering exhibited a typical suite of views of the Chinese 
communities he worked with, as he highlighted the dangers of colonial 

     29     Blussé, ‘Early Sinologists,’ 335.  
     30        C.   Fasseur  , ‘ Leiden and Empire ,’ in  Leiden Oriental Connections: 1850–1940 , ed.   Willem  

 Otterspeer   ( Leiden :  Brill ,  1989 ),  188–89  .  
     31        Robert   Jackson  ,  Pickering: Protector of Chinese  ( Oxford :  OUP ,  1966 ),  17 – 18  .  
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linguistic incomprehension. ‘The turbulent, conceited and alien masses 
of the Chinese inhabiting and entering the Straits Settlements and the 
Native States,’ he warned, ‘are understood by at most four or fi ve offi cials 
of the Colony’.  32   

 The diffi culties encountered in the execution of law and justice were 
no doubt compounded by the complexity of the legal system in British 
Malaya. The small ports, the fi rst footholds of the British onto the penin-
sula, were legally administered as British territories. The Federated Malay 
States (FMS) and eventually the Unfederated Malay States (UMS) 
accepted British residents and British legal arrangements on all mat-
ters excepting what was deemed to be Malay religion and custom, which 
were given administrative and legal representation through the Courts of 
 Kathis  and the Courts of  Penghulus . The consignment of certain forms of 
governmental authority to Chinese secret societies also preserved another 
enclave in the patchwork quilt of legal systems that comprised the early 
judicial landscape of British Malaya: one as piecemeal and ad hoc as its 
administration.  33   ‘Magistrates in the early years administered the law 
according to their own ideas of equity, modifi ed by what they knew of 
Malay and Chinese custom, and the Indian or the Straits Penal Code.’ 
This, as Isabella Bird observed, resulted in ‘a queerly muddled system 
of law . . . Muhammadan law existing alongside of fragments of English 
criminal law, the Residents’ notions of equity overriding all else.’  34   

 Despite this complexity, the British insisted on executing liberal jus-
tice according to imported legal protocols. The convoluted language of 
British law was not easily translated, even had there been competent 
interpreters. Throughout the 1890s, as British rule formalized in Perak, 
Selangor, and Negri Sembilan, British residents in these newly feder-
ated Malay States began to insist that criminal courts were to follow the 
procedural details of the English Court of Petty Sessions to the letter. 
But offi cials most intimately connected with the execution of justice in 
the colony among Chinese populations, such as Nicholas Dennys of the 
Chinese Protectorate, frequently reached the conclusion that European 
ideals and ‘useless technicalities’ of the rule of law could not be imple-
mented in the Straits Settlements.  35   The practices of British law on the 

     32     Letter from Protector to Colonial Secretary, 10 July 1888, in ‘Suppression of Chinese 
Secret Societies’, TNA, CO 273/154.  

     33     On the legal challenges of these secret societies, see Wilfred Blythe,  The Impact of Chinese 
Secret Societies in Malaya: A Historical Study  (London: OUP, 1969).  

     34     See    Michael   Peletz  ,  Islamic Modern:  Religious Courts and Cultural Politics in Malaysia  
( Princeton, NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  2002 ),  48 – 49  .  

     35        Jean Elizabeth   DeBernardi  ,  Penang: Rites of Belonging in a Malaysian Chinese Community  
( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2009  ), 73. See also Sir Frederick Weld, ‘The Straits Settlements 
and British Malaya’ (1884) reprinted in Kratoska, ‘Honourable Intentions,’ 43–90.  
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ground thus occasionally bordered on farce. One can fi nd many examples 
of these moments of untranslatability in the recollections and memoirs of 
colonial offi cials who had close dealings with the courts. W. B. Shelley’s 
story is exemplary, though not exceptional. 

 Shelley was a European magistrate who served as a Registrar for a judge 
presiding over a temporary Court of Assize in Seremban circa 1905. The 
Assizes, an institutional import from the English justice system, were peri-
odic criminal courts held by rotation in large towns on the peninsula, 
convened to hear more serious cases which could not be dealt with by mag-
istrates. Assizes for criminal and civil cases were held approximately eleven 
times a year in Seremban, six times a year in Taiping, four times a year 
in Bentong, and three times a year in Kuantan.  36   The fi rst case for that 
year’s Seremban assize was a murder trial; the judge, a newcomer to the 
colony, his solemn gravitas perhaps slightly offset by the bedraggled wig 
under which he sweltered in the tropical heat. When the Court opened, 
the Deputy Public Prosecutor handed Shelley the charge in English, which 
contained details of the offence but not of how the accused intended to 
plea. Shelley read out the charge, and before handing it to the Chinese 
Interpreter to translate to the accused, added: ‘Do you plead guilty or not 
guilty?’ The judge at once intervened. ‘No, no, Mr Registrar. You must not 
put that to the accused.’ The proper procedure as prescribed by the Code 
of Procedure, he explained, was to ask the accused whether he pled guilty 
or whether he claimed to be tried. The judge then turned and addressed 
the Chinese Interpreter sternly:  ‘Now, Mr Interpreter, you must explain 
very carefully to the accused that he may plead guilty or claim to be tried. 
You must not ask him whether he pleads not guilty. A plea of not guilty was 
purposely excluded by the framers of the Code. By claiming to be tried, the 
accused, although he may know he is guilty, says in effect that the prosecu-
tion has got to prove that he is guilty. You fully understand?’ 

 The Chinese interpreter nodded vigorously:  ‘Very good, my Lord’. 
He promptly turned to the accused (as Shelley recounts), translated the 
charge into a rapid stream of Chinese, and then asked, by way of con-
cluding: ‘Lu  salah  – bo?’ (You guilty – or not?) The accused replied indig-
nantly: ‘Bo  salah !’ (Not guilty!) Calmly, the interpreter turned back to 
the Judge and reported: ‘He claims to be tried, my Lord’.  37   

 Shelley, recalling this some sixty years later, refl ected somewhat wryly 
on the sheer impossibility of conveying ‘in Chinese to an uneducated coo-
lie the subtle distinction between “Not Guilty” and “claim to be tried” ’. 

     36     Great Britain,  Parliament, House of Commons, Papers by Command , Vol. 46 
(London: HMSO, 1916), 20–23.  

     37     Account summarised and paraphrased from W. B. Shelley, ‘The Court Interpreter’, UL, 
RCMS 103/4/29.  
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The absurdity of this arose in part from the incongruity of English law in 
a polyglot colony: this distinction, between ‘not guilty’ and ‘claim to be 
tried’ – a fi ne one even by lay English-speaking standards – shaded into 
insensibility in a situation in which witness testimony, court hearings, and 
judgments were funnelled back and forth between judge, prosecutor, and 
defendant through not just two but often three or more languages. Even 
Shelley’s Chinese interpreter would have been something of a thankful 
rarity in colonial courts just a few decades earlier, in Pickering’s time: for 
then, Chinese translators in courts frequently spoke Malay but almost 
no English; and judges frequently spoke Malay but almost never any of 
the Chinese languages. Indeed, the plaintiff in the preceding account is 
speaking a Hokkien-Malay creole, and uses the Malay word  salah  (guilty, 
wrong) instead of a Chinese word. Communications about these com-
plex legal distinctions thus wended their way back and forth between 
Chinese languages into Malay, and then from Malay into English. ‘The 
great drawback of having the evidence fi ltered through the mouths of 
two interpreters,’ Chief Justice Sir Thomas Sidgreaves wrote dryly, ‘is 
inevitable’.  38   

 Putting aside these technical absurdities of British legal incursions 
into Malaya, concerns about the linguistic incompetence of the colonial 
state also presented themselves, perhaps most pressingly, as the ‘want’ 
of interpreters, especially in the Judges’ and Magistrates’ Courts as well 
as in the police force, and above all, in Chinese languages. ‘I know of 
no subject in connection with the interests of the Colony, which calls 
more urgently for early attention,’ the Acting Governor of the Straits 
Settlements wrote in June 1879, ‘than the maintenance of the purity of 
the course of Justice, by means of honest and trustworthy interpreters’.  39   
The key words here were  honest  and  trustworthy . The great diffi culty with 
Chinese interpretation, Sir Thomas Sidgreaves insisted, 

  . . . arises not so much from a want of Knowledge on the part of the Interpreter 
as from the utter want of check upon their interpretation. The Malay Interpreters 
and to a certain extent the Tamil Interpreters can always be kept in check by the 
fact that there are persons in Court who are familiar with those languages, and 
who would readily detect any gross inaccuracy of or wilful perversion by the 
Interpreters. The Chinese Interpreter speaking to the witnesses in a language 
which with its many dialects may be said to be an unknown tongue as far as the 
rest of the Court are concerned, acts practically without check or suppression, 
and the Knowledge of this power forms of itself a danger, leading as it easily may 

     38     Thomas Sidgreaves to Cecil Clementi Smith, enclosure in des. 202, 10 June 1879, TNA, 
CO 273/99.  

     39     Lt-Colonel Anson to Secretary of State for the Colonies, des. 202, 10 June 1879, TNA, 
CO 273/99.  
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to inaccuracy, slovenliness and a tendency to save time when a stupid witness is 
in the bar by inventing or suggesting answers for him.  40    

 The Chinese interpreters were by and large, it was charged, ‘men of 
poor education and of little or no social standing’; yet they had been 
placed in ‘a most responsible position, and have carried on their duties 
almost unchecked, owing to the very few persons connected with the 
Courts who have had even a slight knowledge of Chinese’.  41   

 There were, of course, educated Chinese-speaking individuals avail-
able to perform the work of court interpretation. But in the eyes of colo-
nial offi cials, there were few with whom the government was capable of 
communicating. Pickering and Cecil Smith submitted a report from a 
survey they conducted of Chinese interpreters presently employed in the 
Straits Settlement courts. The almost universal lack of English-language 
competency among the Chinese interpreters, they concluded, was the 
nub of the problem. For example, one Tan-Kwan-cheat, a Hakka inter-
preter serving in the Singapore Court of Requests, was judged to speak 
excellent Malay, Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, and Hakka – by most 
measures surely the gold standard of interpreter in a polyglot colony. 
His singular defi ciency, however, was that he spoke no English at all, and 
thus, ‘owing to the very imperfect knowledge the two superintendents of 
Police have of the Malay language, this man has become useless’.  42   

 Their survey also demonstrates a keen concern with the character of 
the interpreters, which were judged to be just as important as their actual 
translating abilities. In fact, an interpreter’s knowledge of English corre-
lated strongly with positive assessments of their characters. Chu-ah-yan, 
a Hakka who served in the Supreme Court in Singapore, spoke good 
English and was deemed to have ‘a very good character and deserves 
a higher rate of salary’; Yup-soon-guan, the interpreter in the service of 
the Malaccan Superintendent of Police, spoke good English and was 
‘the best of all interpreters’ and ‘a very respectable man’. On the other 
hand, Oh Kim See and Oh Koon Choon, both of whom spoke terrible 
English, were of bad reputation, stubborn and proud, as well as being 
‘bores’, respectively, to the sitting magistrates of Province Wellesley and 
Penang.  43   The recommendation at which Pickering and Cecil Smith 

     40     Thomas Sidgreaves to Cecil Clementi Smith, enclosure in des. 202, 10 June 1879, TNA 
CO 273/99.  

     41     Anson to Secretary of State for the Colonies, in des. 202, 10 June 1879, TNA CO 
273/99.  

     42     ‘List of Chinese Interpreters employed in the Courts, Straits Settlements ’ , enclosure 
no. 1 to Report by William Pickering and Cecil C. Smith, 3 May 1879, des. 202, TNA, 
CO 273/99. Hereafter  Pickering-Smith Report, 1879 .  

     43       Pickering-Smith Report, 1879 .  
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The Colonial State38

arrived was to simply retire all Chinese interpreters who could not speak 
English. In place, they suggested a system of employment which would 
class new interpreters according to their profi ciency in  both  English and 
Chinese, and proposed a new and higher scale of remuneration, since it 
was generally agreed that ‘competent and trustworthy men’ could not 
possibly be engaged without ‘additional prospects’ – that is to say, good 
salaries. 

 The reliance on these interpreters for almost every aspect of colonial 
interaction with those whom they wished to govern reveals, as many 
other colonial situations also do, the brittleness and fragility of colonial 
rule. The question of language reliance is a curiously invisible, often 
unremarked feature of colonial rule. Yet it constitutes one iteration of 
the more general dialectic of fear and dependence that characterizes the 
colonizer-colonized relationship. In its most raw form, this coexistence of 
distrust and dependence is often clearest in economic relationships, per-
haps nowhere more sharply than in the urban settlements created, literally 
from scratch, by Europeans: Batavia and Manila. In these motley com-
mercial enclaves, ‘the scales of interdependence between Europeans and 
Chinese tipped under the weight of increasing infl uence wielded by the 
Chinese’.  44   From the very beginning of Spanish rule in the Philippines, 
attitudes to Minnan Chinese merchant communities in Manila veered 
almost schizophrenically between deep admiration and profound dis-
trust and fear. By the seventeenth century, Spanish material dependence 
on Chinese trade and small enterprise to provide basic necessities and 
foodstuffs for the fl edgling colony was almost complete – as one gover-
nor admitted in 1628: ‘There is no Spaniard, secular or religious, who 
obtains his food, clothing or shoes, except through the Chinese.’  45   As 
the wellbeing of the Philippine economy became thoroughly enmeshed 
with the activities of sojourning Chinese communities, dependency and 
admiration was punctuated with sudden acts of rejection and extreme 
violence  – namely, government-sanctioned massacres throughout the 
seventeenth century. And just as each massacre rained destruction upon 
the Parían and all but decimated its resident Chinese populations, so, 
too, would each massacre be followed, after a brief respite, by Spanish 
contrition and the invitation of Chinese traders, labourers, and artisans 
back into Manila, to rebuild the Parían from the ashes of destruction and 

     44        Leonard   Blussé  ,  Strange Company: Chinese Settlers, Mestizo Women and the Dutch in VOC 
Batavia  ( Dordrecht-Holland :  Foris Publications ,  1986 ),  78  .  

     45        Evelyn   Hu-DeHart  , ‘ Integration and Exclusion:  The Chinese in Multiracial Latin 
America and the Caribbean ,’ in  Routledge Handbook of the Chinese Diaspora , ed.   Tan  
 Chee Beng   ( London :  Routledge ,  2013 ),  92  .  
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The Technocrats 39

revive trade – at least until the next state campaign to cut them down 
again.  46   

 Questions of language in British Malaya would never provoke such 
overt violence; and yet the challenges they posed – how to balance depen-
dence and distrust – was of a piece. If the problem had really just been 
about the need for interpreters, it would hardly have mattered who these 
interpreters were, as long as they could translate. But, of course, as Ann 
Stoler has put it of analogous situations in the Dutch East Indies, ‘At 
issue was obviously not whether civil servants knew local languages, but 
how those languages were learned and used and whether that knowledge 
was appropriately classifi ed and controlled’.  47   

 Thus, judgments of control and trust often aligned with race. There 
was no real reason, for example, for why the Dutch should not have 
appointed Chinese offi cers to the Kantoor, but the fact remained that 
they did not. The British would employ native Chinese if they were of 
‘good character’, but Eurasians were preferable, for to the race-infl ected 
paranoia of the late Victorian colonial mind they were more reliable for 
being closer to whiteness. In these tortured debates about rectifying the 
colonial state’s impossible defi ciencies in interpretation, Eurasians were 
the perfect compromise between economy and reliability. ‘It is obvious,’ 
the Secretary of State for the Colonies wrote in 1878, ‘that if Eurasians 
can learn to interpret Chinese and English with suffi cient facility for 
the work of the courts under the supervision of the head of the Chinese 
Department, there would not be the same necessity for a costly staff 
of European Interpreters, as was once contemplated’. Much hope was 
thus placed in a Raffl es Institution class in Hokkien, which had been 
established in 1864, and under whose auspices a very successful scholar-
ship scheme designed to encourage the study of Hokkien by local-born 
Europeans and Eurasians was instituted in 1878.  48   

 But these trustworthy Eurasians were few and far between, and there 
were certainly not enough of them to staff an entire administration, even 
if they could all have learned Hokkien to a reasonable standard. What 
was more desirable, Pickering explained in a later report, was rather ‘a 
staff of offi cials who can keep a check on their subordinates.’ Pickering, 
in other words, advocated the creation of a supervisory class. The only 

     46     State-sponsored massacres of Chinese populations in Manila took place in 1603, 1639, 
1662, 1686, 1762, and 1819: on this, see Blussé,  Strange Company , ch. 5.  

     47        Ann   Stoler  ,  Race and the Education of Desire:  Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the 
Colonial Order of Things  ( Durham, NC :  Duke University Press ,  1995 ),  108  .  

     48     On this, see    Michelle T.   King  , ‘ Replicating the Colonial Expert:  The Problem of 
Translation in the Late Nineteenth-Century Straits Settlements ,’  Social History   34 , no.  4  
( 2009 ),  438–40  .  
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The Colonial State40

way to govern the Chinese, he insisted, was to train a staff of trustworthy 
European offi cials in Chinese language and ‘mode of thought’ to bet-
ter ‘supervise and control them’.  49   The question of locating or training 
reliable local interpreters, whether Eurasian or Chinese, was thus per-
ceived to be a fundamentally different one from the question of teaching 
Europeans how to speak Chinese. The former ought not to be ‘mixed 
up’ with the latter, one offi cial wrote, ‘for the only connection between 
the two seems to be that if all our civil servants in these colonies knew 
Chinese thoroughly, interpreters might be no longer required’. This was 
a scenario which seemed to many a distant and impractical dream.  50   
In service of this improbable yet attractive ideal, the solution which the 
colonial state began to grope towards was not to train more locals or 
Eurasians to interpret for the government, but instead to fi nd some way 
to produce more Europeans who spoke Chinese languages. The Asiatic 
Babel, colonial offi cials were beginning to conclude, was most safely 
tamed by European tamers. 

 The paternalism implicit in this is a familiar theme of imperial gover-
nance. The desire for Chinese-speaking Europeans was crucial for main-
taining European prestige and capacity to govern: as Pickering put it, it 
was to counter the ‘grave abuses which now exist in many of our depart-
ments owing to the almost uncontrolled power of the Chinese employ-
ees’, and to ‘do away with a state of things which must in native eyes 
refl ect most injuriously upon any Government which professes itself to 
be superior to that of the Chinese themselves.’  51   Yet the question of train-
ing European cadets in necessary languages brought an entirely different 
set of dangers. It was not only the dependence on, and want of, reliable 
native interpreters which exposed the fragility of colonial rule. The prob-
lem of Chinese language learning exposed the terrible untrustworthiness 
not only of the governed, but of the governors themselves.  

    Who Commands the Language Commanders? 

 Schemes to produce Chinese-speaking Europeans were beset on all sides 
by a seemingly endless potential for vice. Pickering believed fi rmly in the 
 raison d’être  for the creation of a Chinese-speaking technocracy within 
the colonial state, which was that the Chinese communities needed a 
Confucian ‘virtuous prince’, by which he meant a government ‘just and 

     49     DeBernardi,  Rites of Belonging , 73.  
     50     Minute, in des. 36, 18 March 1878, TNA CO 273/93.  
     51     Report by William Pickering and Alexander Grant to the Colonial Secretary, 30 July 

1880, enclosure to des. 178, ‘Report on Progress of Cadets Learning Chinese,’ TNA, 
CO 273/104. Hereafter  Pickering-Grant Report, 1880 .  
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fi rm’ which would not allow ‘the liberty of its subjects to degenerate into 
licentiousness’.  52   Yet when it came to language learning, it was in fact the 
government itself which was just as threatened by the danger of degener-
ation. From the internal debates about the measures attempted to ensure 
that Chinese was more widely spoken throughout the civil service, what 
emerges is a picture of the deep-seated fear concerning the maintenance 
of the hierarchies and position of the colonial state itself: a fear which, it 
turned out, its defi ciencies of language was very good at exposing. The 
problems of language threatened to uproot the secure paternalism of 
imperial command. Two incidents, punctuating the long and putatively 
successful history of the Chinese Protectorate, will serve to illustrate this. 

 The fi rst is the case of Henry Cooper and Francis Powell. At around 
the same time that local-born Europeans and Eurasians were being 
cajoled into Hokkien classes, the fi rst two English cadets were also being 
groomed for Hokkien study. From their fi rst arrival in the Straits in 
1878, Cooper and Powell undertook Hokkien study in Singapore. The 
results, after a year and a half, were not promising. William Pickering and 
fellow Presbyterian sinologist Alexander Grant, who jointly examined 
them in 1880, reported that the cadets had made much progress on the 
study of the written language, through textbooks of orientalist language 
study and Chinese classics such those by James Legge, but had made 
lamentably little progress on the ‘Hokkien colloquial’. A year and a half 
later, Cooper was only just able to ‘catch the gist of a short and single 
statement’, whereas Powell, although somewhat more accomplished, was 
still nonetheless only able to understand a Hokkien speaker ‘who will talk 
down to his standard’. Surveying what the two cadets had accomplished 
in this period of time, Pickering and Grant remarked, in rather damn-
ing fashion, that ‘we cannot overlook the fact that the same amount of 
knowledge might have been gained in England’.  53   Enclosing this report 
in a memo to the Colonial Offi ce, Frederick Weld, observing irritably 
that ‘it is diffi cult to believe that the Cadets have applied themselves as 
much as they ought to in their studies’, begged the Secretary of State for 
the Colonies to consider seriously Pickering and Grant’s recommenda-
tion that ‘we cannot hold out any hope of further improvement unless 
the Cadets be sent to China for at least one year’.  54   

 The question of where best to train the cadets had, in fact, been raised 
several times prior to Cooper and Powell’s dispatch to Singapore: whether 

     52     William Pickering, ‘The Chinese in the Straits of Malacca,’  Fraser’s Magazine  14 
(1876), 443.  

     53      Pickering-Grant Report, 1880.   
     54     Frederick Weld to the Earl of Kimberly, des. 175, TNA CO 273/104.  
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they ought to be trained initially in Britain (and if so, whether at Oxford, 
or King’s College, and whether they ought to also be subjected to some 
amount of ‘offi ce work’ by way of preparation), or whether they might be 
trained in the Straits or in China. One important advantage of training 
them in England before sending them to the colony was, of course, econ-
omy:  as one offi cial remarked, ‘if Chinese can be learnt satisfactorily of 
a European teacher in this country [i.e., England] at lectures costing 3 
guineas a term each pupil, it would be far cheaper for Govt Colonies to 
pay their cadet here for a year or two £100 a year & these fees, than to 
pay them $1200 in China & a European teacher £300 a year.’  55   Another 
advantage was that in England cadets might be taught the language ‘scien-
tifi cally’ – that is to say, with the attention to grammar, structure, and ‘rudi-
ments’ of the written form of ‘court’ Chinese, the nuances of which could 
be conveyed only by English professors such as James Legge (1815–1897) 
at Oxford, or Robert Douglas at King’s College London, for it was ‘a task 
for which the ordinary Chinese teachers are quite incompetent’.  56   This was 
the late Victorian standard of language-learning, privileging writing over 
orality and abstracted structure over situational absorption. But Pickering, 
who had learned his languages differently, suggested that this was less of 
an advantage as it might seem, since the ‘scientifi c’ approach to learning 
the written language appeared to be no guarantee that cadets would be 
able to deal with its orality in day-to-day colloquial form. ‘What is wanted,’ 
one offi cial wrote, in reference to Chinese languages, ‘is the vernacular, not 
scientifi c scholarship in a language which for literary purposes is as useless 
as Welsh or Gaelic’.  57   Pickering, for his part, was generally disposed to dis-
miss ‘university men’ for language learning purposes as being ‘too grand’. 
Infl uenced by his missionary and non-traditional educational background, 
he was a consistent advocate of the notion that the only way to learn how to 
speak Chinese languages was to go to China.  58   

 A proposal had in fact been mooted earlier, in 1875 under William 
Jervois, that cadets ought to be trained in China. It seemed a logical 
solution, but the idea had been quickly abandoned ‘as we could derive 
no system under which the Cadets could be properly supervised dur-
ing their stay at the Chinese Ports.’  59   This is key: one fi nds in the cor-
respondence on this matter that repeatedly, there was resistance to the 
prospect of sending cadets to China on the grounds that they could not 

     55     Minute, 5 December 1880, des. 198, TNA CO 273/104.  
     56     Minute, 1 June 1878, des. 366, TNA CO 273/93.  
     57     Minute, 5 December 1880, des. 198, TNA CO 273/104.  
     58     Despatch from William Jervois to the Right Honourable Earl of Carnavon, Secretary of 

State for the Colonies, 15 August 1875, des. 234, TNA CO 273/81.  
     59     Minute 12 March 1878, des. 36, TNA CO 273/93.  
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be adequately supervised. Such an arrangement could hardly be con-
sidered revolutionary, as Frederick Weld pointed out to the Secretary of 
State for the Colonies, since the Dutch had been sending their cadets to 
Amoy to learn Hokkien since at least 1857.  60   Yet it appears to have taken 
Weld’s rather caustic report of Powell and Cooper’s progress (or lack 
thereof) in 1880 to fi nally push through the sense that, as the assistant 
under-secretary in the Colonial Offi ce C. P. Lucas put it, ‘it is a farce 
their pretending to learn Chinese in the Straits any longer’.  61   At this, 
the Secretary of State for the Colonies gave in, albeit somewhat grudg-
ingly – ‘Cadets may go to China,’ the Earl of Kimberly decreed, for a 
period ‘not exceeding a year’, and insisted once again that cadets should 
receive ‘adequate supervision’ during their absence. It was decided that 
Powell and Cooper would be sent to Amoy for a period of six months – 
twelve if subsequently thought advisable – to be under the supervision 
of Herbert Giles, the British Consul at Amoy. They would, Weld assured 
the Colonial Offi ce, be sent back to Singapore at the slightest sign of bad 
report. 

 The exchange smacked of a kind of overbearing paternalism: the prob-
lem of language learning, it seemed, exposed a different kind of fragility 
closer to the heart of the colonial state. When it came to meeting the 
most central defi ciency of the colonial state in a polyglot society, the 
infamous ‘colonial paternalism’ appeared to apply equally to the colo-
nized untrustworthy without as to the colonizing untrustworthy within. 
Here, the problem of supervision was literally couched in terms of age. 
The problem was simply that in the administration, cadets were thought 
too young to be trusted to act sensibly. This is worth noting. Youthfulness 
was not perceived as a threat in any other functionings of colonial gov-
ernance; the colonial civil service was routinely populated by fresh-faced 
university graduates in their early 20s. In 1912, for example, a member of 
the Royal Commission on the Civil Service put a question directly to the 
Permanent Undersecretary at the Colonial Offi ce, Sir John Anderson: ‘Is 
a young man of 23 who comes fresh from the university, who has never 
had any work to do, and no business experience whatever, competent 
at once to advise the secretary of state on matters of policy?’ Anderson 
replied with characteristic economy: ‘He is allowed to try.’  62   Indeed, in a 
despatch to the Colonial Offi ce in 1878, William Robinson forwarded the 
suggestion that because Chinese languages appeared to take on average 

     60     On these early Dutch cadets, see Blussé, ‘Early Sinologists,’ 335.  
     61     Minute, n.d., des. 178, TNA CO 273/104/  
     62     Sir John Anderson’s Testimony to the Royal Commission on the Civil Service, 17 May 

1912, in Great Britain,  Parliamentary Papers , 1912–13 (Cmd. 6535), 134.  
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twice as long to learn as Malay, cadets should be given special dispensa-
tion to ‘come out’ to the Straits Settlements at an earlier age than most 
cadets tended to, and no later than the age of 20. Frederick Weld agreed, 
expressing doubts that there could be enough incentive for cadets who 
were learning Chinese to spend so much longer than their age peers  ‘in 
statu pupillari’  (up to age 28, it was estimated), and in such a ‘tropical and 
enervating climate’, before they could qualify as full-pay civil servants.  63   

 But others demurred. One wrote: ‘I differ from Sir W. Robinson as to 
sending out young lads of twenty – a few more years spent in [England] 
will give them physical strength & should also strengthen their moral 
fi bre.’  64   ‘I am not in favour of sending out cadets too young,’ another 
wrote, ‘it is not easy for Govt. to supervise boys’.  65   Both Cooper and 
Powell, as it turned out, were two years older than either Weld or 
Robinson would have liked; still, the dissenters who had no faith in the 
young were, in the case of Powell and Cooper, apparently proven right. 
Moral fi bre in particular was, it seems, what was needed, and lacking: the 
sheer diffi culties of Chinese language learning appeared to have brought 
out an unforgivable and embarrassing indolence in a class of men who, 
as Pickering frequently reminded his fellow offi cials, were supposed to 
represent a government which ‘professes itself to be superior to that of 
the Chinese themselves’.  66   

 And alarmingly, as it turned out, the vices of language learning would 
not be restricted to mere indolence. Shortly after the cadets were fi nally 
sent to Amoy in 1881, a scandal erupted around Cooper, the less accom-
plished of the two, concerning several counts of drunken assault, one of 
which involved a Cantonese woman whom Cooper had allegedly been 
‘keeping’ and had, one night, staggered home drunk and proceeded 
to beat her. Cooper was sent home to England in great disgrace, and 
the Colonial Offi ce subsequently received a profuse apology from his 
father. Powell, though surviving his time in Amoy more or less morally 
unscathed, eventually succumbed to what the Colonial Offi ce referred 
to rather blandly as ‘intemperance’: after several years of otherwise quite 
successful service in the Chinese Protectorates in both Singapore and 
Penang, he retired early on account of poor health, returned to England 
in 1893 and quickly degenerated into alcoholism, rent-default and pen-
ury.  67   Thus was the inglorious fate of the fi rst experiment to raise a class 
of European sinologues. 

     63     Minute, 5 December 1880, des. 198, TNA CO 273/104.  
     64     Minute, 12 March 1878, des. 36, TNA CO 273/93.  
     65     Minute, 26 February 1876, des. 234, TNA CO 273/81.  
     66      Pickering-Grant Report .  
     67     For this story, see King, ‘Replicating the Colonial Expert,’ 441–42.  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.003
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:18:11, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.003
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Technocrats 45

 The second fl ashpoint in the travails of taming Babel occurred under 
the governorship of Cecil Clementi (1875–1947) in the early 1930s. By 
this point, the Chinese Protectorate had come quite a long way from its 
early ad hoc days; it had become, as Protectorate offi cer Wilfred Blythe 
later put it, ‘the fi nger on the pulse of the Chinese community’.  68   In 
parallel with this, the colonial state’s general language learning practices 
had also become signifi cantly more systematic. Like a rite of passage, 
all new cadets were put through a process of initiation into cadetship. 
Once they had passed the written civil service examinations, all cadets 
did a three-month course in Malay at the School of Oriental Studies in 
London, conducted by Charles Otto Blagden, a retired member of the 
MCS and a ‘keen Malay man’ who had published prolifi cally on ques-
tions of Malay linguistics.  69   During this course, cadets would be given a 
‘tone test’ and ‘checked for musicality’, to see if they would be capable of 
learning a Chinese language. It was at this point that new recruits were 
presented with a major question, in many respects the determining factor 
of their service in Malaya, though at the time many of them would not 
be aware of the import of this choice. Which of the three streams would 
they be assigned to: Malay, Chinese, or Indian languages? For each of 
these now had defi ned, almost stereotyped trajectories. Malay was seen 
to offer the most varied and interesting work, and the best chance of pro-
motion; Chinese languages were the most diffi cult; the Indian languages 
the most confi ning of the three. Few Chinese-streamed offi cers became 
so by their own choice; it was widely considered that their future pros-
pects were diminished by their being selected to learn Chinese. For by 
now, the Protectorate, although doing good work, had acquired a reputa-
tion as something of a dead end: a cave of specialists generally excluded 
from taking direct part in the political planning and administration of the 
country, which was felt to be the province of the Malay-language cadets. 
Those who were corralled into Chinese-language service were haunted 
their whole professional lives by the most outlandish stereotypes. ‘I have 
a suspicion that at times cadets who appeared to be least socially accept-
able were posted to Chinese,’ Blythe intimated.  70   Yet it was those who 
had survived the trenches of language learning who often emerged into 
the Protectorate with the fi ercest sense of pride, and were quite happy 

     68     W. L.  Blythe, ‘The Malayan Civil Service’, 26 November 1970, correspondence to 
Robert W. Heussler, Rhodes House Library (RHL) Mss. Brit. Emp. s. 480 (henceforth 
 Heussler Papers ), Box 9, File 3.  

     69     The following account synthesized from the correspondence notes to Robert W. Heussler 
by R. N. Broome ( Heussler Papers , Box 10, File 1) and J. M. Barron ( Heussler Papers , Box 
9, File 1).  

     70     Blythe, ‘The Malayan Civil Service’.  
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to help nourish the myths. ‘The feeling of being “out on a limb”,’ R. N. 
Broome later recalled, ‘was probably one of the causes of the exceptional 
“ esprit-de-corps ” that existed among the  Taijins . While the Malay-speakers 
regarded us as a collection of madmen, we thought of ourselves as an 
‘elite’.”  71   

 By the time Clementi took offi ce in 1930, therefore, cadets were being 
systematically sent to both Amoy and Canton for two years to learn 
Hokkien and Cantonese, respectively.  72   Clementi had been educated at 
London and Oxford, qualifying as a cadet in the Foreign Offi ce in Hong 
Kong in 1899 and working his way up to Colonial Secretary in Ceylon and 
then governor of Hong Kong between 1925 to 1930. A skilled colonial 
administrator, he was fl uent in  guanhua , Hokkien, Cantonese, and other 
dialects, and he was widely read in Chinese classics. But he had a nostal-
gic, essentialized notion of China, a China of classic Confucian patterns, 
whose language and literature were best approached in scholarly fash-
ion away from the noisy rabble of labouring, striking, truculent Chinese 
communities over which he presided with an air of a long-suffering man-
darin. Clementi also held a vision of China which always fell short in 
his dealings with real Chinese communities in Hong Kong and then in 
Malaya. He disliked modern Chinese nationalism, scornful of those who 
partook of it.  73   As Charles Corry later recalled of him, ‘For a man who 
was a distinguished Chinese scholar and knew so much of the interior of 
that vast country, he was, in my opinion, curiously unsympathetic to the 
Chinese…’  74   

 As Governor of Hong Kong, Clementi had been deeply involved in 
questions concerning education, but again, from a deeply conservative 
perspective. China in the 1920s was a restless place, fi lled with new polit-
ical ideas and an unprecedented surge of popular will to enact these in 
politics and society. Clementi’s conservatism was nurtured in this envi-
ronment of political uncertainty. In 1927, addressing a committee of 
senior Chinese literati, he asked them to help him develop a curriculum 
based on orthodox Confucianism, which would emphasize social hierar-
chy and subservience to patriarchal hierarchy, in an appeal to ‘the cul-
tural tradition of the native people to help safeguard foreign rule against 

     71     Broome, ‘Notes on the Chinese Protectorate’,  Heussler Papers , Box 10, File 1.  
     72     Though more were now being sent to Canton than Amoy, which some considered to be 

a great mistake, since the Hokkiens greatly outnumbered Cantonese. For the objections, 
see Broome, ‘Notes on the Chinese Protectorate’.  

     73     Clementi as characterized by    Yong   Ching Fatt   and   R. B.   McKenna  ,  The Kuomintang 
Movement in British Malaya, 1912–1949  ( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  1990 ),  135–36  .  

     74     Impression of Clementi by Charles Corry, Letter to Heussler, 29 April 1974,  Heussler 
Papers , Box 11, File 1.  
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the growth of nationalistic feelings among the younger generation’.  75   
These plans led to the establishment of a new Chinese Department at 
Hong Kong University – an unprecedented move for HKU, which had 
been thoroughly modelled on British universities. In this, Clementi was 
supported in his conservative pedagogy by fellow sinologue and mis-
sionary H. G. Wells, with whom Clementi appears to have had a warm 
friendship, and who shared Clementi’s belief in the virtues of restoring 
the study of China, not from the vantage of its turbulent and unruly 
present, but from the very beginnings of its early literature ‘for instance 
as represented in the eight diagrams and the sixty fi gures of the Book of 
Changes’.  76   

 Clementi continued to be involved with these plans, even after leaving 
his HKU post. Not long after he settled into the Straits Settlements, he 
wrote to Wells: ‘There is nothing I regretted more in my departure from 
Hong Kong than the fact that I  had to leave the work in connection 
with the Chinese School of the Hong Kong University and the Chinese 
Faculty at the University . . . barely just begun’. Clementi assured Wells 
that although ‘I am afraid that from Malaya I cannot do much to help . . . 
I shall certainly try to interest the local Chinese and to secure funds from 
Malaya [for it]’. He also said he had been considering sending Malayan 
cadets and police probationers who were required to learn Cantonese to 
the new university, and had said as much to William Hornell, the Vice 
Chancellor of HKU, earlier that year. ‘Will you please remind him of 
this,’ Clementi asked Wells, ‘and ask him to let me have his views in due 
course?’  77   

 Two months later, Hornell did write to Clementi concerning the 
Cantonese class at the new Chinese department in HKU. But it was 
not, perhaps, the letter Clementi was expecting. ‘When I  got back to 
Hong Kong in March,’ Hornell wrote, ‘I found complete chaos reign-
ing’. The three police probationers who had been sent from the SS and 
FMS to study Cantonese under Wells and a Cantonese teacher, Sung 
Hok Pang, had been deemed utterly reprobate:  in particular two of 
them, Mr Anderson and the appropriately named Mr Silley. Since their 
arrival in November 1929, Hornell said, ‘they did not make the slight-
est attempt to attend the classes’, nor had they made any attempt to 
even make enquiries into starting classes until early January. Even since 
then, Mr Anderson had apparently attended just three out of 23 classes 

     75        Bernard   Hung-Kay Luk  , ‘ Chinese Culture in the Hong Kong Curriculum: Heritage and 
Colonialism ,’  Comparative Education Review   35 , no.  4  ( 1991 ),  660  .  

     76     Letter from H. G. Wells to Cecil Clementi, 5 March 1930, RHL Mss. Ind. Ocn. s. 352 
(henceforth ‘Clementi Papers’), Box 26, File 4.  

     77     Letter from Clementi to Wells, 20 March 1930, Clementi Papers, Box 26, File 4.  
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in the whole of February. They were, in addition, spending a ‘large 
amount’ on entertainment and drink, and were also behaving ‘exceed-
ingly badly at the University Union’, which none of them had actually 
joined as dues-paying members, but at which they continued to ‘monop-
olize tables in the refreshment room’, accompanied, it seemed, by their 
Chinese teachers. All this bad behaviour was, Hornell explained, most 
unsatisfactory, since ‘when these young men from the SS and FMS fail 
hopelessly, as some of them I  imagine are bound to do, the university 
would get the blame’. 

 That they were  young  men was, it seemed, again the nub of the prob-
lem. Police probationers in particular, he said, ‘were a good deal younger 
than the cadets and far more irresponsible’, which was a shame, because 
in many other respects, the Cantonese class appeared to be functioning 
quite well apart from ‘the utter irresponsibility of such young men as 
Messrs. Silley and Anderson’.  78   Clementi had all these offi cials repri-
manded with strongly worded private letters, but took no more serious 
action than that, writing to Hornell that ‘I have taken up the matter in 
this way in order to give these young men a chance of turning over a new 
leaf, but if they do not do so, I shall come down upon them with great 
severity’.  79   Clementi, the paternalist mandarin, found himself in the 
position of having to dispense discipline at once to his Chinese subjects 
as well as to the Chinese-language cadets of the British colonial service. 

 The youthfulness of European civil service cadets, often overlooked 
or perceived as unproblematic in other areas of colonial governance, 
seemed to assume special signifi cance, and raise special alarm, in the 
context of Chinese language-learning. Age as a category of analysis, 
some scholars are beginning to insist, has for too long remained perhaps 
as invisible as gender once was.  80   The tensions which language learning 
opened up within the colonial state might be amenable to such analy-
sis. Considerations of their lack of linguistic expertise led the colonial 
state inexorably to the need to create European sinologues, and this 
would persist right into the postwar Emergency (a theme we will pick up 
again in  Chapter 4 ). But the search for European sinologues showed up 
age-infl ected tensions of empire. In the attempt to secure the command 
of language, the colonial state came face to face with a new need:  to 
ensure that their command over those who would command the lan-
guage stayed fi rm enough to maintain their already-thin semblance of 

     78     Letter from William Hornell to Cecil Clementi, 19 May 1930, Clementi Papers, Box 27, 
File 2.  

     79     Letter from Clementi to Hornell, 27 May 1930, Clementi Papers, Box 27, File 2.  
     80     For the classic statement, see    Laura L.   Lovett  , ‘ Age: A Useful Category of Historical 

Analysis ,’  Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth   1 , no.  1  ( 2008  ).  
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power and control over their polyglot colony. When it came to the man-
agement of the colonial state’s language skills, it seemed that the con-
stituents of the state needed as much disciplining as the subjects over 
whom they governed.  

    Defi ciencies Abound 

 Even the two or so years spent struggling through the language and 
achieving a generally high standard in it would prove in due course to 
be insuffi cient for doing civil service work in Malaya. ‘Back on the job, 
we still had to work with interpreters,’ Broome recalls, ‘because of the 
rich variety of dialects in Malaya’.  81   Each offi cer could only realistically 
learn one of the Chinese languages; and yet, in Malaya, the work they 
would do at the Chinese Protectorate would bring them into contact 
with Chinese-language speakers from all possible backgrounds. In addi-
tion, as some offi cers complained, there were many important differ-
ences within the languages themselves. ‘In the Singapore Protectorate no 
one could carry on a day’s work (except through an interpreter) unless 
conversant in some degree with at least 4 dialects of Chinese, each dif-
fering from the other as much as English from German or Spanish from 
Italian…’  82   Tom Cromwell, who entered the Chinese stream of the MCS 
at around the same time as Broome, was sent to Amoy to learn Hokkien, 
while Broome was sent to Canton for Cantonese. Cromwell came to 
the conclusion that the Hokkien he was learning so painstakingly at the 
Singapore Mess in Kulangsu, Amoy, was not after all wholly applicable to 
the Malayan circumstances. ‘The majority of overseas Chinese Hokiens 
in British Malaya do not speak the exact dialect of Amoy proper,’ he 
complained to A. B. Jordan in 1934. ‘Singapore Hokien [sic] is, I take it, 
such a variation and under the circumstances cannot be acquired per-
fectly in Amoy, though such modifi cations as it has undergone may be 
readily understood and mastered later by one who has formerly concen-
trated more particularly on the Amoy dialect.’  83   

 Singapore Cantonese, too, was not exactly the same as its Hong Kong 
counterpart, though the differences were sometimes easy to overlook, 
particularly by one such as Cecil Clementi. Clementi, as we have seen, 
spent much of his career in Hong Kong, and very much perceived the 
‘problem’ of the Chinese in Malaya through the lens of his Hong Kong 
experience. When he fi rst arrived in Malaya, he wrote almost immediately 

     81     Broome, ‘Notes on the Chinese Protectorate’.  
     82     Jackson,  Pickering , 89.  
     83     Letter from Tom Cromwell to A. B. Jordan, 11 Feb 1934, Tom Cromwell Papers, PP MS 

33, Folder 56, SOAS Special Collections.  
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to Sir Miles Lampson, who was then British Minister to China at the 
Peking Legation: ‘It is curious how closely my Hong Kong troubles seem 
to have pursued me to Malaya. I must have packed them up in my bag-
gage.’  84   Cases of Kuomintang activity, or even social issues such as the  mui 
tsai  (female bondservants), seemed to him to have been left on his desk 
in Hong Kong, and picked up afresh in Malaya. He arrived in Malaya 
at a critical international as well as domestic juncture. Internationally, 
Britain’s recent recognition of Chiang Kai-shek’s government in 1928 
set into motion an ensuing struggle to negotiate extraterritoriality and 
Britain’s status within China; domestically, Clementi entered a power 
vacuum in Malaya, taking up a governorship which had lain vacant for 
over half a year. Clementi arrived with a determination to curb potential 
trouble from Chinese communities in Malaya. Almost immediately upon 
arrival, he banned the KMT and placed restrictions on the vernacular 
press, withdrew government grants from Chinese schools, and presided 
over the end of free immigration in the Settlements. In part due to his 
policies and in part because of the extraordinary unemployment gener-
ated by the Depression, the fi rst years of his tenure witnessed emigra-
tion exceeding immigration for the fi rst time ever: the number of new 
Chinese adult male labourers entering Malaya fell from 195,613 in 1929 
to 49,723 in 1931, and the colonial government spent millions to repatri-
ate thousands of unemployed Chinese labourers back to China.  85   

 Yet the connections Clementi adduced between Hong Kong and 
Malaya disposed him to perceive the two as essentially the same, and his 
heavy-handed approach to the governance of this multivocal community 
in the Straits, so unlike the relatively more homogenous Cantonese pop-
ulation over which he had governed in Hong Kong, made him unpop-
ular, or, at least, amusing. Clementi was inclined to consider himself 
something of an authority on ‘Asiatic matters’; indeed, he had even alleg-
edly written a number of books on Chinese Affairs. But it was dangerous 
to assume too much congruence between Hong Kong and the Straits. 
Sng Choon Yee, a veteran translator in the Chinese Protectorate, recalls 
his fi rst encounter with Clementi in his post as the new Governor of 
the Straits Settlements. Clementi had wanted them, Sng explained, to 
fi nd a new word for ‘police station’, which in the Straits at the time was 
a Chinese phonetic rendering of the Malay word for police,   mata-mata   
(Chinese:   ma da  ) and which in the Cantonese Clementi was used to from 
Hong Kong meant ‘being cursed and beaten’ ( 罵打 ). Clementi suggested 

     84     Cecil Clementi to Miles Lampson, 24 Feb 1930, Clementi Papers, Box 26, File 3.  
     85     Purcell,  The Chinese in Malaya , 203–05. For an overview of Cecil Clementi’s term, see 

Yong and McKenna,  Kuomintang , ch. 6.  
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the new word be based on the term commonly used in Hong Kong,  liao  
which meant ‘station’. Sng was horrifi ed.  Liao , it turned out, was pho-
netically identical to words in other Chinese dialects having to do with 
prostitute house and corpses. He protested. ‘This won’t do. That  liao , 
I cannot turn it into a good word. It is only a bad word. Even in Hokkien, 
 liao  means pig-sty. It is just impossible. A gruesome word to use.’ They 
settled on  keng cha  ( jing cha ), which remains the word used today.  86   Sng, 
for his part, had not thought much of Clementi’s supposed expertise in 
Chinese affairs. In 1930, when local newspapers had begun to clamour 
about Clementi’s arrival as governor, Sng had been employed in the vari-
ous colonial departments of Chinese Affairs for nearly 15 years. In prep-
aration for Clementi’s arrival, Sng had gotten in touch with his Jewish 
bookseller contact over in Cathay Wharf and instructed him to fi nd all 
the books Clementi had written on Chinese Affairs, but the only book 
that could be located was a rather modest treatise on Cantonese love 
songs sung by bar girls. ‘Purely colloquial,’ Sng remarked blandly.  87   

 It is in this that we fi nd the fi nal fact of the language technocracy, which 
is that despite the attempts and the qualms and the language-learning 
buccaneering, colonial offi cials still ultimately needed local expertise; 
Babel could not, would not be tamed without them. And it was the 
Chinese languages that proved the most problematic, the most complex 
and unintelligible, the most untameable in the eyes of a fundamentally 
monoglot colonial state. For to those who wished to govern, the unintel-
ligible was not only bewildering, but threatening. The non-English or 
‘vernacular’ press represented an unreadable, unintelligible ‘empire of 
opinion’,  88   and incurred a deep, instinctive distrust almost by virtue of its 
non-Englishness. The British had fi rst learned to mistrust the vernacu-
lar press in India, where there had been from the nineteenth century a 
defi nite relationship between the loss of government control over infor-
mation and the government’s apprehension of sedition.  89   Press control 
laws came to Malaya with a vengeance after the 1915 Singapore Mutiny, 
in which 850 disaffected Indian sepoys, whose grievances were stoked 
in part by propaganda from the anti-British Ghadr party in the United 
States, rose up against the British. The matter surfaced and resurfaced in 

     86     Sng Choon Yee, interviewed by Lim How Seng, Singapore, 5 March, 1981, SNA, OHA, 
accession number 000064. Hereafter  Sng interview.   

     87      Sng interview . For Clementi’s book, see    Cecil   Clementi  ,  Cantonese Love-Songs  
( London :  Clarendon ,  1904  ).  

     88        C. A .  Bayly  ,  Empire and Information: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in 
India, 1780–1870  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  1996 ),  313  .  

     89        D. K. Lahiri   Choudhury  , ‘ Sinews of Panic and the Nerves of Empire: The Imagined 
State’s Entanglement with Information Panic, India C. 1880–1912 ,’  MAS   38 , no.  04  
( 2004 ),  965 – 1002  .  
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Legislative Council meetings for years afterward.  90   Those who defended 
the most draconian press control laws held that the non-English press 
was not to be trusted, that it was even inherently venal. In these as with 
other matters, Clementi, with his deep suspicion of the undifferenti-
ated Chinese masses in Malaya, thought in broad, essentializing brush-
strokes that were the characteristic of his regime. ‘There is not in law,’ 
Clementi conceded, ‘any difference made between the English and the 
vernacular press; but, in point of fact, the troubles that arise are almost 
always confi ned to the vernacular press’, and it was thus the vernacular 
press that must, he concluded, continue to see proscription and censor-
ship.  91   Clementi and others like him tended to regard Asian readers with 
a suspicious paternalism, believing that they were somehow more prone 
to extracting ‘subversive meaning’ out of otherwise ‘perfectly harmless’ 
books and fi lms, and that, brought to the colonies, inoffensive literature 
was more ‘liable to infl ame the Oriental mind’.  92   Ideas that could be 
handled with civility by the English were liable to be as dynamite in 
the ‘vernacular spheres’. ‘It would be absurd to introduce our English 
notions into such a community as Malaya, with its . . . shifting population 
of ignorant & excitable Chinese coolies,’ another offi cial wrote in 1930.  93   

 These unsavoury stereotypes of ‘ignorant and excitable Chinese coo-
lies’ betrayed the nature of colonial suspicions. Administrators who had 
any memory, institutional or otherwise, of the ‘secret society complex’ 
which characterized Chinese social organization harboured the deep-
est distrust. For many offi cials,  vernacular , with its attendant dangers, 
for all intents and purposes actually meant ‘Chinese’. Few ‘had the lan-
guage skills or cultural sensibility to perceive the Chinese as they were.’  94   
Political developments in the 1920s appeared to lend currency to these 
fears. Frequent outbreaks of public demonstrations were registered 
throughout the decade, many of which were orchestrated by the Malayan 
Kuomintang movement. Authorities were suffi ciently alarmed to impose 
a ban against it in 1925.  95   In that decade, the number of Chinese schools, 
perceived by the administration to be potential hotbeds of subversion, 

     90     For a chronological summary of press legislation, see    Yong   Ching   Fatt  , ‘ The British 
Colonial Rule and the Chinese Press in Singapore, 1900–1941 ,’  Asian Culture   15  
( 1991 ),  30 – 33  .  

     91     Letter from Clementi to Lord Passfi eld, 15 September 1930, TNA, CO 273/567/14; 
see also debate in Legislative Council Proceedings on Press Censorship in Malaya, 24 
March 1930, TNA, CO 273/567/14.  

     92     Note by J. W. D. Cocher, 8 May 1937, TNA, CO 273/633/2.  
     93     Notes to fi le on press censorship in Malaya, 6 November 1930, TNA, CO 273/567/14.  
     94        Ban   Kah   Choon  ,  Absent History:  The Untold Story of Special Branch Operations in 

Singapore, 1915–1942  ( Singapore :  Raffl es ,  2001 ),  97  .  
     95     See Yong and McKenna,  Kuomintang , ch. 4.  
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increased from 252 to 716 between 1921 and 1930.  96   Chinese night 
schools played a major role in the Kreta Ayer incident in 1927, a violent 
clash in a central neighbourhood in Singapore between the police and 
Hainanese Kuomintang supporters on the anniversary of Sun Yatsen’s 
death, sparked off a period of Chinese political unrest hitherto unknown 
in Singapore. What followed was a veritable ‘orgy of raiding’, during 
which night schools were shut down; printing presses confi scated; hand-
bills and posters seized; Hailams detained, interrogated, and deported. 
The furore of police raids did not die down for four years.  97   

 Alarmed by the unrest of the 1920s, offi cials who dealt frequently with 
the Chinese during this period spoke not only of censorship and proscrip-
tion measures, but of the special venality of the Chinese language:  for 
example, the ways in which Chinese seemed ‘capable of expressing and 
even emphasising emphasizing an intended meaning while the writ-
ten word was such as to render successful prosecution unlikely’.  98   The 
Chinese languages were, in the prewar years, the most politicized of the 
languages in Malaya. In particular, Mandarin was seen as the most polit-
icized of all the Chinese languages, since its adoption in these diasporic 
communities was deeply entwined with the radical project of Chinese 
national unifi cation through language planning and standardization, 
which had been on the reform agenda of the new Republic from the very 
beginning. In 1920, the Beijing Ministry of Education announced that 
henceforth primary education was to be undertaken in the new stan-
dardized Northern Mandarin language, the single tongue of a unifi ed 
China. British offi cers were quick to perceive new possibilities of sedi-
tion. In 1924 the teaching of Mandarin was blanket banned in all schools 
in Sarawak on allegations that it was full of codes and secret terms, that 
it was much too closely associated with clandestine political propa-
ganda. Strenuous objections were expressed in a fl urry of letters in the 
press: how could an entire language be deemed seditious, and banned? 
One writer, Z. K. Hwa, exemplifi ed the plaintive baffl ement of the bilin-
gual speaker:  ‘Mandarin contains no secret terms or codes. It is quite 
plain Chinese . . .’  99   Though the ban was removed a year later, offi cials 
remained deeply suspicious of the private world of Chinese-speakers.  100   

     96        Khoo   Kay   Kim  , ‘ Sino-Malay Relations in Peninsular Malaysia Before 1942 ,’  JSEAS   12 , 
no.  1  ( 1981  ), 98n22.  

     97     For a fi rsthand account of the ‘orgy of raiding’ at Kreta Ayer, see Alec Dixon,  Singapore 
Patrol  (London: G. G. Harrap & Co., 1935), 131–34.  

     98     ‘Ordinance for Controlling Newspapers’,  ST , 21 January 1920.  
     99     Z. K.  Hwa, Letter to the Editor,  ST , 24 October 1924; see also C.  T. F., ‘Why is 

Mandarin Necessary?’, Letter to the Editor,  Singapore Free Press , 28 October 1924.  
     100     Notifi cation in the  Sarawak Gazette , reported in  ST  26 December 1925.  
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 Yet the work of censorship and surveillance could not be undertaken 
by those European cadets who had caroused so joyfully at the Hong 
Kong Union while decidedly not learning Cantonese, or even those 
who had studied conscientiously for years, but had returned to Malaya 
only to realize that they still required the interpretation services of local 
Chinese-language speakers for the other three or four dialects they had 
not learned. Despite these efforts to train a European sinologue class, 
therefore, the situation towards the end of the 1920s was ironically one 
of increasing dependence on translators and interpreters. Despite the 
language-learning programs for European cadets, the state’s native trans-
lation apparatus steadily expanded throughout the early twentieth cen-
tury. In Singapore, for example, the police force at the start of the 1920s 
had less than ten local translators; by the end of the decade it had 21, 
and by the eve of the Japanese invasion it had no fewer than 57.  101   This 
escalation was precipitated, of course, by the unrest towards the end of 
the 1920s, and it was mirrored in the Protectorate itself. Sng Choon Yee, 
who spent most of his working life in translation work at the Protectorate, 
recalled the day-to-day realities of the work of a censor in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s. The Secretariat of Chinese Affairs (SCA) building was 
designed specially to allow trucks loaded with crates of books and bags 
of mail to roll, discreetly, right into the building – ‘so the public would 
not know,’ Sng explained. Books would be examined for anti-Japanese 
sentiments, references to controversial incidents between China and 
Japan, and any other so-called infl ammatory material; offending sen-
tences, passages, or even pages would be crossed out with black ink. 
Mail would be screened according to a list of ‘mischievous’ addresses 
supplied by the Special Branch; objectionable or banned newspapers 
would be extracted and destroyed, and personal letters would be with-
held if they did not ‘come within defi nitions of peace and order’. In 1930, 
guided by analogous practices of surveillance of the Chinese communi-
ties in the Dutch East Indies, Sng and a phalanx of Chinese translators 
were directed by A. M. Goodman, Protector of Chinese at the time, to 
digest and summarize key newspapers read by Chinese communities in 
Malaya, such as Shanghai’s  Shen Bao  and the  South China Morning Post , 
as well as locally produced papers such as the  Nanyang Shangbao . All 
these would be extracted, recorded, and reported in the Monthly Review 
of Chinese Affairs, which thus evolved into an extraordinary run of seri-
alized reports on the thoughts, actions, and writings of Chinese com-
munities in Malaya. Indeed it became an invaluable resource for British 

     101     Figures drawn from the  Straits Settlements Establishments, 1920–1938  (Singapore: 
Government Printing Offi ces), held at the Singapore National Library.  
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intelligence. Sng confi ded, only half-jokingly, that among his colleagues 
at the Protectorate, he was known as ‘the fellow with his ears on the 
ground’.  102   

 These were extraordinary measures, and in linguistic demand as well 
as in sheer volume of operations, utterly beyond the scope of the British 
Chinese-speaking cadets. It is in the realm of translation that we see con-
cretely how reliant the administration thus became on intermediaries like 
Sng and other translators and interpreters. Ho Siak Kuan (1865–1946), 
another towering veteran of the Protectorate, a man of Teochew descent 
but raised speaking Cantonese, served for 42 years as an interpreter and 
later Assistant Secretary for Chinese Affairs under David Beatty. Beatty 
regarded Ho as the ‘father of the Chinese Protectorate’, and in his retire-
ment speech, proclaimed (both in English and then in the Hokkien he 
had painstakingly learned over his time at the Protectorate):  ‘You are 
all aware that in a department of this kind it is not the head man who 
is the person who does things. The things that are done are done by 
his assistants, and if his assistants give him loyal and true service then 
a Department like this will be successful . . . When I  came here as a 
youth, ignorant and thinking that I knew a great deal more about speak-
ing Chinese and about Chinese people as a whole than I  really knew, 
it was Mr Siak Kwang who took me in hand and led me into the right 
path.’  103   This relationship between the Chinese language teacher and the 
student colonial offi cer, expressed so often in paternalistic terms, repre-
sented one of the very few possible avenues for a reversal of the imperial 
relationship – and because of this, perhaps a uniquely insecure one for 
the would-be tamers of a colonial Babel.  

    Conclusion 

 The great linguistic diversity of British Malaya posed profound chal-
lenges to the colonial state’s ability to govern it. Attempts to meet these 
challenges were to a large extent undertaken through the piecemeal cre-
ation of a language technocracy: an administration shaped and under-
pinned by linguistic needs. Yet, as the British were discovering in parallel 
in Africa, conquering land was easy: administering it was not. The mod-
ern imperial state was a thin administrative layer, given a little fl esh by 
advanced capitalism and kept in stasis by ‘a civilizing mission [which] 
ended up supporting conservative chiefs and worrying that too much 

     102       Sng interview.   
     103     ‘Mr. David Beatty: Presentation of Address from Chinese Community’,  ST , 21 October 

1926; see also  Singapore Free Press , 21 October 1926.  
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social change would compromise order’.  104   A consistent theme through-
out this early- to high-colonial period is the coexistence of distrust and 
dependence on speakers who could help in the task of taming Babel. 
Chinese languages were perceived as the most dangerous, unruly, and in 
need of taming. Yet the attempted solutions to the problem of distrust – 
the creation of a European Chinese-speaking cadre of offi cers – exposed 
other tensions within the colonial state. The prestige and qualifi cations 
to governance of European offi cers were compromised, exposed by the 
travails of language learning and the business of governing populations 
they could not easily speak to. The reversal of colonial paternalism was 
a diffi cult reality to negotiate. And even when the languages began to be 
learned, through a reshaping of the technocracy to meet the ever-more 
painfully perceived language shortfall, their best efforts were insuffi cient; 
the linguistic complexity of the Chinese communities in Malaya still 
defi ed easy governance, and the British colonial state was never able to 
wean itself from full dependence on its intermediaries. These tensions 
at the heart of the imperial project would shape the British administra-
tion’s perceptions of both the coherence and the dangerous quality of 
‘the Chinese’ in British Malaya. 

 The British attitude to the Malay language was far more proprietary, 
as we will see. If knowledge of Chinese communities and their numer-
ous languages brought ever more intimate knowledge of the threatening 
ungovernability of their subjects, knowledge of Malay, I suggest, entailed 
governability. When it came to Malay, the technocratic colonial state did 
something that it was never able to for Chinese languages: it claimed to 
know Malay better than those who spoke it. We turn now to the knowl-
edge producers.       

     104        Jane   Burbank   and   Frederick   Cooper  ,  Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of 
Difference  ( Princeton, NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  2010 ),  316  .  
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    2     The Knowledge Producers   

 Taming Sounds, Scripts, and Selves      

   Soon your Majesty will have placed her yoke upon many barbarians who 
speak outlandish tongues.  

     – Antonio de Nebrija to Queen Isabella (1492)  

    Introduction 

 We saw in  Chapter  1  that how the colonial state perceived and dealt 
with Chinese-speaking communities had much to do with redressing the 
shortfall in language expertise. When it came to the Malay language, the 
colonial state adopted instead a ‘developmental’ approach.  1   Language 
and empire have always been intersecting projects, as Antonio de Nebrija 
(1441–1522) knew. Nebrija was a renaissance scholar from Seville, and 
in 1492 – the same year Columbus crossed the Atlantic – he published 
Europe’s fi rst grammar:  the  Gramatica Castellana . In its preface, dedi-
cated to Queen Isabella, he wrote: ‘Language has always been the per-
fect instrument of empire.’ His grammar was intended to standardize 
Castilian to make it into a tool of conquest, to spread Castilian across the 
Spanish Atlantic as a way to unify Spain’s growing Atlantic empire. The 
Spanish Crown viewed the diversity of languages as a threat to politi-
cal stability, and sought to bring polyglot communities together under 
a common language, Castilian, for ‘with the conquering of [barbarian 
towns and nations with strange tongues], they will need to receive the 
laws that the conqueror puts on the conquered, and with those, our 
language’.  2   

     1     For a thoughtful and somewhat damning evaluation of the notion of ‘development’ in 
modern Malay language, see    Ariel   Heryanto  , ‘ The Development of “Development” ,’ 
 Indonesia   46  ( 1988 ),  1 – 24  .  

     2        Antonio   de Nebrija  ,  Gramatica Castellana  ( Madrid :   Junta del Centenario ,  1946 ),  11  , 
cited in    Vicente   Rafael  ,  Contracting Colonialism: Translation and Christian Conversion in 
Tagalog Society Under Early Spanish Rule  ( Manila :  Ateneo University Press ,  1993 ),  25  .  
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 The British went down the Nebrija route in India, where English had 
been made a language of government and administration by 1837, hav-
ing elbowed out Persian. After the Indian Mutiny of 1857, however, they 
became more wary of allowing English too free a rein in other parts 
of their empire, notably in Africa and Southeast Asia. Increasingly, they 
sought to standardize and codify indigenous languages. Yet the infl uence 
was no less great. The ‘yoke’ here, I suggest, was not simply the imposi-
tion of the imperial language (English), but the more insidious instal-
lation of the modern science of linguistics directly into the conceptual 
hearts of colonized languages. Especially across the nineteenth century, 
that great era of European practices of collection, codifi cation, and com-
pilation,  3   linguistics was a key instrument in the orientalist toolbox, for, 
as the Prussian Egyptologist Karl Richard Lepsius declared, ‘thus will 
the chaos of the nations in Africa, Asia, America and Polynesia be gradu-
ally resolved into order.’  4   For the British, linguistics was explicitly an 
instrument of empire, as central an administrative practice of imperial 
rule as collecting taxes, conducting cadastral surveys, or imperial car-
tography. Robert Needham Cust (1821–1909), an administrator from 
British India, refl ected revealingly on the task of surveying African lan-
guages: ‘Possessed of a trained capacity for order and method, a strong 
will and love for steady work . . . I had to grapple with this entangled sub-
ject, just as twenty-fi ve years ago I should have grappled with the affairs 
of a District in India which had got into disorder, or with the Accounts 
of a Treasury which had fallen into arrears.’  5   

 When it came to Malay, the order that British philologists sought was, 
as I suggest in this chapter, in part orthographic. The orthographic trans-
formation of Malay has not received much concerted attention in schol-
arship to date, but it was transformative and remains a central marker of 
the  Melayu  label in the contemporary era, where most of the literature 
is focused.  6   With some exceptions, this chapter will index rather than 
reiterate the large emergent scholarship on the fundamental fl uidity of 

     3        Jurgen   Osterhammel  ,  The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth 
Century  ( Princeton, NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  2014  ), ch. 1.  

     4        Karl Richard   Lepsius  ,  Standard Alphabet for Reducing Unwritten Languages and Foreign 
Graphic Systems to a Uniform Orthography in European Letters , vol. 5 ( London :   John 
Benjamin Publishing ,  1863 ),  24  .  

     5        Judith T.   Irvine   and   Susan   Gal  , ‘ Language Ideology and Linguistic Differentiation ,’ 
in  Regimes of Language:  Ideologies, Polities, and Identities , ed.   Paul   Kroskrity   ( Oxford :   J. 
Currey ,  2000 ),  51  .  

     6     Scattered treatment in    Hendrik   Maier  , ‘ A Chew of Sugarcane: Ahmad Kotot’s Hikayat 
Percintaan Kasih Kemudaan ,’  Southeast Asian Studies   34 , no.  3  ( 1996 ),  80 – 99  ;    Ronit  
 Ricci  ,  Islam Translated:  Literature, Conversion, and the Arabic Cosmopolis of South and 
Southeast Asia  ( Chicago :   University of Chicago Press ,  2011  );    Michael   Laffan  ,  Islamic 
Nationhood and Colonial Indonesia:  The Umma Below the Winds  ( London :   Routledge , 
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Malay identity and focus mostly on the origins and various effects of 
the orthographic transition. In Malaya, as in other colonial situations 
around the world, ‘writing, as inscription and description, served as a 
device to establish control’. Johannes Fabian identifi ed in the creation 
of Swahili that colonial linguists established ‘chains of hierarchical rela-
tions . . . between spoken Swahili, Swahili written in Arabic script and in 
Latin script, and the ultimate graphic fi xation regarded as the right one, 
French orthography’.  7   These hierarchies found purchase in the Malay 
context too. 

 In examining Malay’s transition from Arabic to Romanized script, 
we fi nd that the British were able to tame the Malay language through 
three interrelated processes. The socioeconomic shift from manuscript to 
print, initiated by a combination of missionary and governmental pres-
sure, is detailed in the fi rst section. This shift, I show, paved the way for 
two subsequent cultural and orthographic developments: an expansion 
in the registers of Malay from orality and aurality to writing, as well as 
the beginnings of a general shift in the writing system of Malay from 
its centuries-old abjad, Arabic script, into the alphabetic Latin script of 
the colonizing English. These deep cultural changes were enacted along-
side, and indeed underpinned, the colonial state’s more overt expres-
sions of the protectionist development of Malays, including, for example, 
schemes for Malay land reservation and decentralization.  8   These mea-
sures brought into relief the ‘pro-Malay’ and ‘anti-Chinese’ quality of 
British ruling practices, arousing ‘a resentment the unanimity, bitterness 
and intensity of which are unparalleled in Malayan history’.  9   

 2003  ). Most recently, a good sociolinguistic account in    Phyllis Ghim-Lian   Chew  ,  A 
Sociolinguistic History of Early Identities in Singapore:  From Colonialism to Nationalism  
( Singapore :   Palgrave Macmillan ,  2012  ). For orthography from a language-planning 
rather than colonial-impact perspective, see the largely Indonesian-oriented literature 
in    Sutan Takdir   Alisjahbana  ,  Language Planning for Modernization: The Case of Indonesian 
and Malaysian  ( The Hague :  Mouton ,  1976  );    Khaidir   Anwar  ,  Indonesian: The Development 
and Use of a National Language  ( Yogyakarta :   Gadjah Mada University Press ,  1980  ); 
   Asmah Haji   Omar  , ‘ The First Congress for Malay ,’ in  The Earliest Stage of Language 
Planning , ed.   Joshua A.   Fishman   ( New York :  Mouton de Gruyter ,  1993  ). See also    Lars 
S.   Vikør  ,  Perfecting Spelling: Spelling Discussions and Reforms in Indonesia and Malaysia, 
1900–1972:  With an Appendix on Old Malay Spelling and Phonology  ( Dordrecht :   Foris 
Publications ,  1988  ).  

     7        Johannes   Fabian  ,  Language and Colonial Power: The Appropriation of Swahili in the Former 
Belgian Congo 1880–1938  ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  1991 ),  26  .  

     8     On the reservation of Malay land, see    Shamsul   A. B.  ,  From British to Bumiputera Rule: Local 
Politics and Rural Development in Peninsular Malaysia  ( Singapore :  ISEAS Press ,  1986  ). On 
decentralization, see    Yeo   Kim   Wah  ,  The Politics of Decentralization: Colonial Controversy in 
Malaya, 1920–1929  ( Singapore :  OUP ,  1982  ).  

     9        Rupert   Emerson  ,  Malaysia:  A  Study in Direct and Indirect Rule  ( KL :   UM Press , 
 1970 ),  320  .  
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 A key theme is the centrality of dictionaries as technologies of knowl-
edge production and cultural control. Benedict Anderson’s seminal essay 
‘Census, Map, Museum’ asserted that through these three institutions, 
the colonial state ‘imagined its dominion  – the nature of the human 
beings it ruled, the geography of its domain, and the legitimacy of its 
ancestry’.  10   Around each of these technologies arose a scholarly litera-
ture paying close attention to the ways in which they have underpinned 
colonial and state enterprises. We might add to this the dictionary, an 
institution through which the colonial state, through a process of minute 
classifi cation, imagined its dominion over the ‘outlandish tongues’ of the 
human beings it ruled, with equally formative consequences on the colo-
nized. The dictionary was a print-based assertion of fi xity, of the right 
to codify the right Malay, and to fi x the  Melayu  label under the aegis of 
British philology and rule. Yet as we will see in  Chapter 3 , the appropria-
tion of this technology by postwar Malay intellectuals would generate a 
moment of crisis in the colonial state. These developments are some of 
the most profound shifts in the content, form, and substance of Malay 
language and culture, constituting nothing short of a modern revolution 
in Malay cultural selfhood.  

    Manuscript to Print 

 The transformation of the Malay language from  jawi  to  rumi  is in large 
part a story about the shift from manuscript to print. As I  suggest in 
this section, print created what we might think of as a gravitational pull 
towards romanization. 

 The earliest Malay books were printed in Europe in the mid-seventeenth 
century, mostly in Holland, and they attest to the obvious reasons for 
bringing print to their Asian colonies:  commerce and proselytization. 
Vocabularies and phrasebooks were compiled to facilitate trade negotia-
tions; translations of Bibles and catechisms, it was hoped, would facili-
tate the trade in souls. The fi rst Malay book printed in Europe was a 
phrasebook in Dutch and Malay, published in Amsterdam in 1603 by a 
man who would become Governor of Ambon in the Dutch East Indies; 
the fi rst Malay book printed in England appears to have been an unac-
knowledged translation of this phrasebook into English and published 
in London in 1614.  11   Holland continued to dominate Malay printing in 
Europe throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. 

     10        Benedict   Anderson  ,  Imagined Communities:  Refl ections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism , 2nd ed. ( London :  Verso ,  2006 ),  163–64  .  

     11        Annabel Teh   Gallop  , ‘ Early Malay Printing:  An Introduction to the British Library 
Collections ,’  JMBRAS   63 , no.  1  ( 1990 ),  86  .  
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 Malay print centers began to emerge in Southeast Asia itself: Batavia, 
Ayutthaya, Penang, Malacca, Singapore. Batavia was fi rst, established 
by the Dutch in 1619, and remained the most important print center in 
the archipelago for centuries. The strong presence of the Dutch in early 
Malay printing is somewhat ironic, given that, in terms of colonial gover-
nance, it was they who came to lag behind the British in their administra-
tive command of Malay throughout the eighteenth century.  12   Yet in other 
respects it made perfect sense. The Protestant Reformation in Europe 
sparked a widespread interest in vernacular versions of the Bible, rather 
than the more Catholic practice of retaining Latin as the sole language 
of Christian worship, and the Dutch were one of the fi rst countries to 
establish colonies outside Europe and the Mediterranean. Malay was 
therefore the fi rst language into which the Bible was translated out-
side Europe and the Middle East. The Protestant monopoly of Malay 
print in the archipelago was largely a result of Dutch hostility towards 
Catholics, which drove Catholic publishing activities in the archipelago 
underground. Instead, French Catholics gathered in Ayutthaya, in the 
empire of Siam, which became the Catholic center for Malay print until 
1713, when Burma invaded and forced them to fl ee the ensuing years 
of chaos. It was eventually British Penang, another Malay print center 
in the archipelago, which afforded them a relatively benevolent space 
for their operations. French Catholics established the  Missions Etrangeres 
de Paris  in Penang in 1808, and never left. ‘The [English] Company . . 
. is the most favourable government for the preaching of our holy reli-
gion that I know of,’ a French Catholic priest reported from Penang in 
1821; ‘it sets up no prohibitions or legal proceedings against missionar-
ies. . .We receive nothing from the [East India] Company but, in return, 
they grant us their esteem.’  13   The French were not permitted to use 
the British government press, which had been established by Andrew 
Burchett Bone, an independent printer from Madras. Bone had brought 
his own press to Penang in 1807, and it was used in the service of the 
EIC to publish governmental and commercial material for British trad-
ers and administrators.  14   

 Malacca was a third print center of the time. In 1815, the London 
Missionary Society (LMS) established a press, but in its early days it was 

     12        Ian   Proudfoot  , ‘ An Expedition into the Politics of Malay Philology ,’  JMBRAS   76 , no.  1  
( 2003 ),  11 – 14  .  

     13        Anthony   Reid  , ‘ Fr Pécot and the Earliest Catholic Imprints in Malay ,’ in  Lost Times 
and Untold Tales from the Malay World , ed.   Jan   Van der Putten   and   Mary Kilcline   Cody   
( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2009 ),  179  .  

     14     On Bone, see    Mohd. Safar   Hasim  ,  Akhbar Dan Kuasa: Perkembangan Sistem Akhbar Di 
Malaysia Sejak 1806  ( KL :  Penerbit Universiti Malaya ,  1996  ), chs. 3–8.  
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not focused on Malay print. Rather, the Protestants were, as one memoir 
put it, ‘waiting for China’.  15   Protestant missionaries found China inhos-
pitable for mission work: the Qing government had forbidden its subjects 
to teach Chinese to foreigners, and in general the only business foreigners 
had being in China was literally for business: trade under the restrictions 
of the  cohong . In addition, the Roman Catholic missionaries stationed at 
Macao under the protection of the Portuguese were actively hostile to 
incoming Protestants. They had thus found it necessary to establish an 
alternative base from which to print and proselytize, and Malacca, with 
its large Chinese-speaking communities, seemed propitious. Known as 
the ‘Ultra-Ganges Mission’, its print activities were driven almost entirely 
by the efforts of the Protestant missionary William Milne (1785–1822). 
Milne brought Chinese books, printing paper, Chinese-speaking teach-
ers, and workmen with him from Canton to Malacca, and began to 
issue from this new Anglo-Chinese Press a monthly Christian magazine 
in Chinese, which began publication less than three months after he 
arrived.  16   Malay print paled in comparison, however. Estimates vary, but 
the larger trends are clear enough: the majority of early LMS printing 
in Malacca was in Chinese. In the fi rst fi ve years or so of the Mission 
Press in Malacca, it produced about 20 Malay titles in 20,500 copies, 
and about 33 Chinese titles in 140,000 copies.  17   The situation was the 
same in the new port city of Singapore, where the American Board of 
Commissioners of Foreign Missions set up shop in 1817: of the two mil-
lion or so pages reported to have been produced by the ABCFM press, 
1.9  million were in Chinese, and the few Malay texts published were 
almost entirely the work of one man, Munshi Abdullah, in collaboration 
with Alfred North.  18   Only much later did Singapore turn into a new 
Malay print center, in the last decades of the nineteenth century, where, 
alongside the governmental and mission presses, commercial publishers 
fl ourished and fl ooded a thirsty market for print material.  19   

 The need to print in plurilingual milieux raised questions of tech-
nologies and logistics among all the early mission presses. What kind of 

     15        Brian   Harrison  ,  Waiting for China: The Anglo-Chinese College at Malacca, 1818–1843, and 
Early Nineteenth-Century Missions  ( Hong Kong :  Hong Kong University Press ,  1979  ).  

     16        William   Milne  ,  A Retrospect of the First Ten Years of the Protestant Mission to China  
( London :  Anglo-Chinese Press ,  1820  ).  

     17        Md Sidin Ahmad   Ishak  ,  Penerbitan dan Percetakan Buku Melayu, 1807–1960  ( KL :  DBP , 
 1998 ),  39  .  

     18        J. F.   Coakley  , ‘ Printing Offi ces of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions, 1817–1900: A Synopsis ,’  Harvard Library Bulletin   9 , no.  1  ( 1998 ),  26  .  

     19     See Ian Proudfoot, ‘The Print Threshold in Malaysia,’ Working Paper no.  88, 
Center of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University (Clayton, Victoria:  Center of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 1994). See also    Ian   Proudfoot  ,  Early Malay Printed Books  
( Bangi :  UKM ,  1993  ).  
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printing machine ought they to invest in? Walter Medhurst (1796–1857), 
who ran the LMS operations in Malacca for a while before moving to 
Batavia, acquired a strong grip on the issues at hand, and in 1838 put 
forward an infl uential assessment of the three different technological 
options then available:  xylography (woodblock printing), lithography 
(planographic printing) and letterpress (relief printing).  20   Between the 
three, xylography ranked lowest in missionary appraisals, both in terms of 
cost and ease of use. And few missionaries were convinced of the utility of 
lithography. Most missionaries believed the polyglot future lay in letter-
press. At Malacca in 1816, the fi rst printing press with combined roman 
and Arabic typeset arrived from the Danish settlement of Serampore, 
Bengal, where William Carey (1761–1834), a British Baptist missionary, 
had been publishing in thirty-four Indian languages, including Bengali, 
Assamese, Arabic, Hindi, and Sanskrit, since 1800.  21   The following 
year, the fi rst local, mission-printed book in Malay was published:  an 
Arabic-script translation of the Ten Commandments.  22   Samuel Milton, 
the fi rst resident Protestant LMS missionary, arrived in Singapore in 
1819 and, apprehending the profound plurilingualism around him, was 
moved to establish a school for Chinese, Siamese, and Malay students. 
He sailed on his own initiative to Calcutta in 1822 to acquire three new 
letterpresses with English, Siamese, and Arabic typeset. The demands 
of Chinese printing in Penang offered the impetus for another mis-
sionary, Samuel Dyer (1804–1843), to pioneer and introduce Chinese 
type founding in the Straits Settlements in the 1830s, which offered a 
cost-effective and compelling alternative to the xylographic practices in 
Malacca and Singapore, and made a lasting impression on the directions 
of Chinese typography both in the Settlements and in China.  23   

 Yet lithography, as Medhurst’s assessment showed, was cheaper and 
faster than xylography, and even, in the short term at least, also cheaper 
than letterpress type. For Medhurst, who was atypically supportive of 
lithography among his missionary cohort, its most useful advantage was 
that roman alphabet could be interspersed with Chinese script: the Latin 
script portions of a page would be printed fi rst on a letterpress, with 
blank spaces left for Chinese characters, which would be handwritten in 
after printing. The new bilingual page would then be lithographed and 
printed again. In this way Medhurst was able to print Dutch-Chinese, 

     20        Walter Henry   Medhurst  ,  China:  Its State and Prospects  ( London :   Crocker & 
Brewster ,  1838  ).  

     21     Gallop, ‘Early Malay Printing,’ 95.  
     22     Milne,  Retrospect , 304.  
     23     Ibrahim bin Ismail, ‘Samuel Dyer and His Contributions to Chinese Typography,’  The 

Library Quarterly  (1984), 157–69.  
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English-Japanese and English-Chinese dictionaries between 1829 and 
1844.  24   Importantly, lithography was able to produce calligraphic print, 
which was visually and aesthetically less alien to readers of Chinese 
and, especially, Arabic-Malay scripts. Medhurst moved from the Straits 
Settlements to take charge of his own mission station in Batavia in 1823, 
but refrained from printing in Malay for fi ve years until 1828 when a 
lithographic press arrived. He found lithography of ‘peculiar advantage’ 
when printing in Malay, because when Malays were presented with a let-
terpressed book in Arabic script, they were so revulsed by the unnatural 
appearance of the calligraphy that they ‘are inclined to reject it on this 
ground alone’.  25   More for aesthetic than commercial reasons, lithography 
was thus the thin end of the wedge of print technology both in China and 
the Malay World. It represented ‘the fi rst real step in China’s embrace of 
Western printing technology’,  26   and it was also a kind of Trojan horse 
through which the shift from manuscript to print culture took place in 
Malaya. 

 The ‘wait’ for China terminated with the end of the Opium Wars and 
the lifting of the ban on missionary activity in China. In 1846 the printing 
activities of the LMS moved permanently to China under the guidance of 
Oxford sinologist James Legge, along with most of the print presses. Only 
one of the LMS missionaries, Benjamin Keasberry (1811–1875), elected 
to remain in Singapore. With the departure of the missionaries, the pub-
lication output in the Straits were temporarily depressed. Keasberry was 
to play a critical role in its reinvigoration. Keasberry, born in India in 
1811, was deeply enamoured of lithographic technology, and forged a 
famous alliance with Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir (1796–1854), known 
widely as Munshi Abdullah, the scribe and putative father of modern 
Malay literature. Both Keasberry and Abdullah had studied lithography 
under Medhurst, and after the departure of the LMS to China, they 
began to innovate in ways Medhurst, despite his predilection for lithog-
raphy, had not wished or saw fi t to: they began to produce lithographed 
prints in calligraphic Arabic script which smuggled in radically new con-
tent in the guise of the most traditionally formed manuscript texts. The 
paradigmatic example of this is, of course, the production of Abdullah’s 
autobiography – an unheard of genre in the Muslim publishing world. 
Abdullah’s  Travels , conceived and refi ned in intellectual collaboration 

     24        Katharine Smith   Diehl  ,  Printers and Printing in the East Indies to 1850 , vol. 1 
( London :  Caratzas ,  1990 ),  297  .  

     25        Ian   Proudfoot  , ‘ Lithography at the Crossroads of the East ,’  Journal of the Printing 
Historical Society   27  ( 1998 ),  21  .  

     26        Christopher   Reed  ,  Gutenberg in Shanghai:  Chinese Print Capitalism, 1876–1937  
( Vancouver :  UBC Press ,  2004 ),  86 – 87  .  
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The Knowledge Producers 65

with Alfred North, were written in his own scribal hand and lithographed 
to produce something which looked unmistakably like a traditional cal-
ligraphic manuscript. Visually, therefore, it masked the extent to which 
his writings represented a departure from the traditional content of a 
Malay manuscript, a moment which some have defi ned as the beginning 
of ‘modern’ Malay writing.  27   

 Why typeset Arabic script was so disliked among text-reading Malays 
had much to do with the longstanding high status of the Arabic script in 
Malay culture. The transformation of the Malay language from earlier 
regional and Indic scripts into the Arabic alphabet began when the earliest 
Muslim traders arrived in Southeast Asia around the eighth century; by 
the thirteenth century, we have archaeological evidence of the fi rm place 
of the Arabic script, now known as  jawi , in written Malay.  28   Modifi ed for 
the Malay language,  jawi  consisted of all 29 letters of the Arabic script, 
with new letters to accommodate six Malay sound clusters not found 
in Arabic:   ca, pa, nga, ga, va , and  nya . By the eighteenth century,  jawi  
had become the preferred writing system of the religious elites and royal 
courts. Most obviously,  jawi  provided a tangible and visual (if not exactly 
linguistic) connection to the mother tongue of Islam: Arabic. The sacred 
writings of Allah were rendered in the most exquisite writing as testa-
ment to the faith: the more exquisite, the more the text approached the 
divine. Legal codes of Malacca, Johor, Kedah, and Brunei were written 
in  jawi . And diplomatic letter-writing in Arabic script was also the almost 
sole occupation of kings: it was a vital feature of diplomatic intercourse 
in pre-twentieth-century Malay society. 

 For many Malays, there was, therefore, a deep sacredness about the 
Arabic script lodged in a collective cultural consciousness:   jawi  liter-
ally embodied God, King, and country. Just like qur’ans, with equally 
elaborate calligraphy, magnifi cent gold-leaf illuminations and seals, royal 
letters were visually spectacular, almost magical. They conferred such 
status, and possessed such an aura of authority, that anyone who carried 

     27     Munshi Abdullah’s autobiography exists in numerous editions. For romanized Malay, 
see Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir Munshi,  Hikayat Abdullah , with introduction and notes 
by R. A. Datoek Besar and R. Roolvink eds. (Jakarta, 1953). In  jawi , see  Kesah Pelayaran 
Mohammad Ibrahim Munshi  (Johore Bahru, 1956). In English translation, see  The Voyage 
of Abdullah , trans. A.  E. Coope (Singapore, 1949). For the ‘modernity’ of Munshi 
Abdullah, see    Anthony   Milner  ,  The Invention of Politics in Colonial Malaya: Contesting 
Nationalism and the Expansion of the Public Sphere  ( Cambridge :   CUP ,  2002 ),  94 – 96  . 
See also    Jan   Van der Putten  , ‘ Abdullah Munsyi and the Missionaries ,’  BTLV   162 , no.  4  
( 2006 ),  408–40  .  

     28     On the Terengganu inscription stone, see    R. A.   Kern  , ‘ The Propagation of Islam in the 
Indonesian-Malay Archipelago ,’ in  The Propagation of Islam in the Indonesian-Malay 
Archipelago , ed.   Alijah   Gordon   ( KL :  Malaysian Sociological Research Institute ,  2001  ).  
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such a letter was regarded, irrespective of their national or geographical 
origin, to be the honoured ambassador of the king whose letter it was.  29   
Ships sent on royal missions carrying letters from the ruler were enti-
tled to display the royal fl ag, since ‘the letter stood in place of the ruler’ 
( surat serasa raja ): the letter is the same as the raja. Similarly, to destroy 
such a letter is the same as ( serasa ) to destroy the Yang Dipertuan.  30   The 
splendid correspondence of king and letter is highlighted by Annabel Teh 
Gallop:

  The most important material used in decorating Malay letters was gold, with its 
connotations of majesty and greatness. When John Anderson – an employee of 
the EIC in Penang – visited Siak in 1823, he observed one day, ‘The king was 
even more splendidly habited than I had yet seen him. He was in fact like one 
beautiful sheet of embossed gold.’ The same description could well be applied to 
one of the most lavishly illuminated Malay letters known, a letter from Sultan 
Ahmad of Terengganu to the Dutch Governor-General in Batavia dated 1824.  31     

 These sacred scripts were sullied by the ungainly form of typeset Arabic, 
which, with its bulbous, dark, stilted, and uniform lines, were so visually 
different from the ‘subtly varied strokes and styles of the [calligraphic] 
manuscript’.  32   This goes some way towards explaining the late develop-
ment of an indigenous Arabic script press,  33   even though the Dutch had 
been printing in Arabic type since at least 1744.  34   The ‘untamed lines of 
the manuscript hand’  35   had to be tamed through, fi rst, the use of lithog-
raphy by Keasberry and others to print new manuscript-like material, 
and second, once the acceptability of print techniques had gained more 
traction among local Muslims, through the lithographic printing of exist-
ing Malay manuscripts. Not surprisingly, the very fi rst Arabic-script book 
to be published by an indigenous Southeast Asian publisher was litho-
graphed, not letterpressed:  an imprint of the Qur’an, by one Ibrahim 
bin Husayn in the print shop of Haji Muhammad Azhari, in Palembang 
in 1848.  36   On this printed Qur’an, all the markers and trappings of a 

     29        Jane   Drakard  ,  A Kingdom of Words: Language and Power in Sumatra  ( KL :  OUP ,  1999  ); 
   Anthony   Reid  ,  Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, 1450–1680: The Lands Below the 
Winds , vol. 1 ( New Haven, CT :  Yale University Press ,  1988  ).  

     30        Barbara   Andaya  ,  Perak, the Abode of Grace: A Study of an Eighteenth-Century Malay State  
( KL :  OUP ,  1979  ), 100n3.  

     31        Annabel Teh   Gallop   and   Ernst Ulrich   Kratz  ,  The Legacy of the Malay Letter: Warisan 
Warkah Melayu  ( London :  British Library ,  1994 ),  37  .  

     32        Ian   Proudfoot  , ‘ Mass-Producing Houri’s Moles: Or Aesthetics and Choice of Technology 
in Early Muslim Book Printing ,’ in  Islam: Essays in Scripture, Thought and Society , ed. 
  Peter G   Riddell  , and   Tony   Street   ( Leiden :  Brill ,  1997  ).  

     33     Laffan,  Umma Below the Winds , 147.  
     34     Diehl,  Printers and Printing in the East Indies to 1850 , 267.  
     35     Proudfoot, ‘Lithography at the Crossroads of the East,’ 121.  
     36        Jan   Van der Putten  , ‘ Printing in Riau: Two Steps Toward Modernity ,’  BTLV  ( 1997 ),  718 .   
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calligraphic manuscript had been carefully and lovingly replicated – the 
hand-stamped verse markers, the red and gold ornamentations – but it 
was produced with a lithographic press which Muhammad Azhari had 
likely acquired from Keasberry.  37   If the passionate copying and recopy-
ing of sacred Islamic texts were themselves a form of religious praise and 
devotional practice, the lithographic press in the hands of god-fearing 
Muslims might have seemed, to some technologically minded or pro-
gressive Muslims, an equally worthy and commendable medium with 
which to praise God. 

 It is worth noting, therefore, that another center of Malay print which 
emerged in mid-nineteenth century, Penyengat, the royal seat of the 
Viceroy of Riau south of Singapore and a major literary and cultural 
center for Islam, was a lithographic one.  38   At Penyengat, literary activi-
ties were strikingly, perhaps exceptionally, prominent; all known named 
female authors of the nineteenth century Malay world were based there, 
although recent research has found other centers of Malay women’s lit-
eracy further afi eld as well.  39   Perhaps the most prolifi c scholar-writer at 
the Penyengat court was Raja Ali Haji (RAH) (1808–1873), about whom 
much has been written due to his great stature in the world of Malay lit-
erature.  40   In the 1840s RAH began to write Arabic-script Malay poetry 
at precisely a moment that the Dutch were searching for a standard of 
‘pure Malay’ with which to linguistically describe the Malay language. 
His poems and writings, which found their way into various publications 
to which Dutch administrators had access, were met with great regard. 
By the following decade, when the Dutch government commissioned a 
Malay grammar and dictionary, they sent its compiler, Hermann von de 
Wall (1807–1873), straight to Riau in 1857, where he struck up a long 
and fruitful relationship with RAH.  41   A lithographic press was set up a 
year in advance of his arrival, and RAH used this press to print a treatise 

     37     Jeroen Peeters, ‘Palembang Revisited: Further Notes on the Printing Establishment of 
Kemas Haji Muhammad Azhari, 1848,’  IIAS Yearbook  1995 (1996), 186–87.  

     38     For a background on Liau-Ringga sultanate, see    Virginia   Matheson  , ‘ Strategies of 
Survival: The Malay Royal Line of Lingga-Riau ,’  JSEAS   17 , no.  01  ( 1986 ),  5 – 38  .  

     39        Mulaika   Hijjas  , ‘ Not Just Fryers of Bananas and Sweet Potatoes: Literate and Literary 
Women in the Nineteenth-Century Malay World ,’  JSEAS   41 , no.  1  ( 2010 ),  153–72  .  

     40     For an introduction, see Barbara Watson Andaya and Virginia Matheson, ‘Islamic 
Thought and Malay Tradition: The Writings of Raja Ali Haji of Riau (ca. 1809–1870),’ 
in  Perceptions of the Past in Southeast Asia , ed. Anthony Reid and David G.  Marr 
(Singapore: Heinemann Educational Books (Asia), 1979), 122.  

     41        Al   Azhar   and   Jan   Van der Putten  , ‘ Four Malay Letters from Raja Ali Haji to Von 
De Wall ,’  BTLV  ( 1992 ),  521–28  . See also    Jan   Van der Putten   and   Al   Azhar  , eds.  Di 
Dalam Berkekalan Persahabatan:  ‘In Everlasting Friendship’:  Letters from Raja Ali Haji  
( Leiden :   Department of Languages and Cultures of South-east Asia and Oceania, 
University of Leiden ,  1995  ).  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.004
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.004
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Colonial State68

on Malay grammar and writing, of which more will be said later. Very little 
has survived from this early lithograph press, but RAH’s work and activities 
in Penyengat established a print-based literary tradition with it that would 
endure and ensure Riau’s cultural hegemony in setting standards for elite 
Malay. In the 1880s a typographic press began to operate from Lingga and 
later from Penyengat, and we may assume that lithography thereafter died 
a familiar death in Penyengat, as much as in Singapore and the other print 
centers of the Malay world. 

 The shift from manuscript to print in the Malay world produced tectonic 
cultural shifts. Scholars have commented on the effects of print technology 
on Malay literary culture, and for our purposes it is important to sum-
marize them here.  42   In the Muslim information economy, the shift to print 
created new economic relationships between reader and writer, between 
text providers and text consumers. Print created new audiences, but these 
were sellers and customers, not a brotherhood of Muslim readers or listen-
ers. Print culture also deeply impersonalized the exchange and circulation 
of texts by embedding them in a new money economy. Monetization com-
modifi ed traditional Malay knowledge:  books and manuscripts became 
objects of knowledge which could be collected and valued alongside dead 
beetles, fl owers and precious ceramics, and which could be exchanged and 
valued outside of the personal relationships in which these texts had previ-
ously been embedded. 

 But above all, the advent of print fundamentally disembedded texts 
from their social, oral, and aural contexts. The most important thing about 
Malay texts, as scholars such as Ian Proudfoot and Amin Sweeney have 
shown, is not in fact that they were texts, in the sense signalled by Western 
conceptions of literacy. Despite its high status, the Malay chirographic tra-
dition was comparatively weak: handwritten symbols on pieces of paper 
were only one of several possible media in which one might store and trans-
mit Malay cultural information, and as a genre this was mostly restricted 
to royal or diplomatic elites in the manner described earlier. Texts were 
rather ‘potential performances’: a  syair  (ballad) to be sung to accompani-
ment or as part of a folk drama, a  hikayat  (narrative) which did not neces-
sarily have to be anchored in a written text, but might well be ‘read aloud 
like a melody [so that] its meaning will emerge more clearly’.  43   The Malay 
word for ‘read’,  baca , elided distinctions between the silent and the spo-
ken:  it could mean to read out loud, to recite from memory, or to read 
silently. The oral features of Malay – its rhythms, meter, and compositional 

     42     The following is synthesized primarily from Ian Proudfoot, whose work is the singular 
authority on print in the Malay world. See Proudfoot,  Early Malay Printed Books .  

     43        Ian   Proudfoot  , ‘ From Recital to Sight-Reading:  The Silencing of Texts in Malaysia ,’ 
 Indonesia and the Malay World   30 , no.  87  ( 2002 ),  123  .  
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The Knowledge Producers 69

repetitiveness – shaped Malay knowledge traditions into schematic ‘chunks’ 
of knowledge which could be more easily transmitted and committed to 
memory.  44   It thus required an aural literacy which the advent of print fun-
damentally dislodged and reconstituted. When A. M. Skinner, the Acting 
Magistrate of Province Wellesley, said dismissively in 1871 of traditionally 
educated Malay boys that they ‘follow the Arabic by memory rather than 
by the letters before them’,  45   he was pronouncing judgment not just on tra-
ditional Malay religious education, but on the poverty of alternative forms 
of knowledge to those of the west. Print sought to press all of Malay cul-
tural production into a single form – the printed text as the undifferentiated 
‘receptacle’ of all content – and in doing so, as Ian Proudfoot put it, had the 
effect of ‘silencing’ Malay texts, since in print, it no longer mattered how, 
where, or even whether a text was read out, only that it existed on a page in 
symbols that were discernible by privileged literates.  46   The legacy of British 
intervention into the Malay language in the nineteenth century was to set 
the basic and unprecedented assumption that literature was spatially fi xed 
print to be visually experienced. 

 This transition from manuscript to print, as we have seen, took place 
under the guise of lithography. Modern print technology did not straight-
fowardly replace the older manuscript tradition, but initially sustained 
rather than eroded traditional Malay forms of literature and cultural 
production, as indigenous publishers sought to render  hikayat ,  syair , 
and other previously oral-dominated literature with the new technol-
ogy. But slowly, these too were eclipsed. The decades around the turn of 
the twentieth century constituted nothing short of a revolution in Malay 
book publishing. From Muhammad Azahari’s pioneering lithographed 
Qur’an, Malay-language publishing had burgeoned throughout the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, and gradually, typeset printing was 
becoming aesthetically more acceptable, even desirable and ‘more apt 
for modern times’.  47   Even RAH is convincingly surmised to have pre-
ferred typographically printed books above lithograph – not for techno-
logical reasons, but because lithographed books could be ‘mistaken’ for 
handwritten texts, which he increasingly deemed to be less modern and 
forward-looking than obviously typeset texts, the latter ‘having the smack 
of modernity about it’ in a welcome contrast to productions from the 

     44        Amin   Sweeney  ,  A Full Hearing: Orality and Literacy in the Malay World  ( Berkeley :  UCP , 
 1987 ),  148–51  .  

     45     Quoted in    Holger   Warnk  , ‘ Searching for Seeds to Rest in Libraries: European Collecting 
Habits Towards Malay Books and Manuscripts in the Nineteenth Century ,’  Frankfurt 
Working Papers on East Asia   1  ( 2009 ),  14  .  

     46     Proudfoot, ‘The Silencing of Texts in Malaysia.’  
     47        Ian   Proudfoot  , ‘ A Formative Period in Malay Book Publishing ,’  JMBRAS   59 , no.  2  

( 1986 ),  110–11  .  
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‘old-fashioned’ lithographic press.  48   If typeset  jawi  was becoming more 
prestigious than lithographed  jawi , it is also worth noting that no roman-
ized book was ever published with lithographic techniques. Printing in 
romanized script was almost wholly done under government initiative, 
particularly after 1896, when the government introduced the Malay 
Literature Series, which was designed to put  rumi  books in the hands 
of new generations of Malay students. Indigenous printers with roman-
ized letterpress capabilities continued to print  jawi  books, but Muslim 
manuscript lithography was unmistakeably on the decline by the turn of 
the twentieth century.  49   By the 1920s, under the infl uence of European 
printers, typesetting had become the expected standard for both  jawi  
and  rumi  scripts. This proved to be beyond the fi nancial resources of 
the majority of indigenous publishers, who could not compete with the 
entrenched economies of scale and the high subsidies enjoyed by the 
mission presses. Malay language publishing fell predominantly into the 
hands of two giant European printing fi rms strongly wedded to the colo-
nial state’s administrative and educational print demands. Thus not only 
was the deeply oral and aural nature of Malay literature being tamed 
under governmental aegis into print – a process which we have seen was 
essentially put into motion by European missionaries – but, as we will 
see, so, too, was the very script in which that print would occur.  

    Sound to Script 

 In contrast to the important place of orality and aurality in the Malay 
language, early colonial philologists were by and large uninterested in all 
but the written word. Taking an orientalist, classical scholar approach, 
philologists learned Malay in order to place its civilization in a hierar-
chy of nations. As Joseph Errington and others have suggested, once the 
languages of the world were made comparable through the European 
science of language, one might proceed from there to exact ‘surprisingly’ 
favourable comparisons between the great European languages of antiq-
uity and Sanskrit, for example, or unfavourable comparisons between 
the richness of English and the poverty of Malay. One could develop a 
language-centered picture of linguistic, textual, and civilizational decay 
among those who had been assessed according to these standards of lit-
eracy which emanated from a European center.  50   

     48     For this surmise see Van der Putten, ‘Printing in Riau,’ 727–30.  
     49     Proudfoot, ‘The Print Threshold in Malaysia,’ 33–38.  
     50        James   Errington  ,  Linguistics in a Colonial World: A Story of Language, Meaning, and Power  

( Oxford :  Blackwell Publications ,  2008  ).  
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 We thus learn little from the qualities of spoken Malay from 
pre-nineteenth-century colonial philology. Mission activity, however, 
changed the requirements of language learning, since its primary pur-
pose was not to master language as a measure of civilizational attain-
ment, but to  address : to communicate, proselytize, and persuade. Thus, 
while print hinged on reading literacy, persuasion hinged on competent 
speech and the production of authentic sounds. The aim of missionary 
language learning and codifi cation, therefore, was to make script repli-
cate sound as closely as possible. The inevitable shortfall between the 
two was often experienced, and expressed, as the irrational ambiguities 
of non-European languages. Vicente Rafael has discerned this dynamic 
at work in Spanish missionaries’ encounter with Tagalog and the  bay-
bayin  script in which Tagalog was written.  Baybayin , a Brahmic script 
thought to be loosely connected with Old Kawi, had been in use when the 
Spanish fi rst colonized the Philippines and was closely documented by 
the Catholic clergy. In modern linguistics today, it is classifi ed as a script 
of an abugida or alphasyllabary, rather than an alphabet: the latter gives 
equal status to vowels and consonants, while the former is a segmental 
writing system in which vowels are secondary or even optional and yoked 
to consonants.  51    Baybayin  had seventeen characters, three of which were 
classifi ed by missionaries as ‘vowels’, but which functioned as consonant 
modifi ers or diacriticals ( kurlit  in Tagalog), which existed solely to mark 
deviations from the inherent – a sound that by default followed all conso-
nants. But to early Spanish missionary translators attempting to use the 
script,  baybayin  was deemed to be ‘inadequate’ to the task of writing in 
large part because it was frequently necessary to guess how a word ought 
to be pronounced. Sound did not map unambiguously onto script. Thus 
the Spanish read  baybayin  as a phonetic writing script and found it lack-
ing and grievously illegible.  52   

 British learners of Malay also feared the ambiguities of  jawi . The 
Arabic script is an abjad rather than abugida, but like Tagalog and other 
Indic scripts, the basic unit is a syllable and the initial consonant forms 
a nucleus in which later vowels and consonants might be marked by dia-
critics or ligature characters.  Jawi  had developed to include several dis-
tinct letters in addition to those available for classical Arabic, in order to 
most accurately capture consonant sounds specifi c to Malay. However, 
it left vowels, particularly short vowels, open to variations in vocaliza-
tion. This fl exibility on the one hand allowed for greater intelligibility 

     51     For the distinction between a writing system and a script, see    Florian   Coulmas  ,  The 
Blackwell Encyclopedia of Writing Systems  ( Oxford :  Blackwell ,  1999 ),  454  .  

     52     Rafael,  Contracting Colonialism , 44–54.  
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across dialect or regional sounds: for example, the standard Malay  kamb-
ing  (goat) and the Minangkabau variant  kambiang  would be written with 
the same  jawi  consonants (k-m-b-ng).  53   This was surely an advantage 
in the wider circulation of texts across the Malay world. But the incon-
gruence between Malay sound and Arabic script appeared instead to 
both colonial offi cial and missionary as a principal defi ciency of  jawi . 
They were aggrieved, precisely, by its neglect of vowels and the resultant 
ambiguities in pronunciation. ‘ Jawi  did not do justice to the way Malay 
was spoken: different words were spelt in the same way; and the way the 
words were written did not refl ect the way they were pronounced.  Jawi , 
in short, could only lead to misunderstandings’.  54   

 The fact was that Malay also had more vowel sounds than classical 
Arabic. In the seventeenth century, open vowels in fi nal syllables were 
usually not represented in Malay: for example, l-a-l would stand either 
for  lalu  (then) or  lali  (ankle), and had to be determined contextually. 
Even after the seventeenth century, vowels in closed syllables were usu-
ally omitted:  for example,  t-m-b-ng  could represent  tambung ,  tambang , 
 tembang ,  tembung ,  timbang  and others.  55   John Crawfurd (1783–1868), a 
Scottish physician turned Asia scholar and philologist and resident in 
Penang from 1808 onward, noted with some dismay that the  jawi  ortho-
graphic system would not permit the differentiation of  bawa  (to bring) 
and  bau  (odour); or  bunga  (fl ower) and  buang  (to throw away).  56   By the 
end of the nineteenth century, the Straits Settlements Department of 
Education was already urging the teaching of  rumi  in preference to  jawi , 
citing the reason that Europeans would be better able to read it; and mis-
sionaries in Malaya were deep in debate about the appropriate romaniza-
tion of Malay. 

 Throughout the nineteenth century, missionary orthography had been 
extremely makeshift, and indeed, unashamedly so. The chief objective 
of romanization was, after all, to help missionaries learn and pronounce 
Malay so they could do mission work, and not to craft a rigourous 
orthographic system as an end in itself. In 1812, William Marsden 
(1754–1836) declared in his monumental  Dictionary and Grammar of 
the Malay Language  that his lexicographic principle was to convey ‘as 
nearly as possible’ the ‘true sound’ of Malay words, even insofar as 

     53        Kevin W.   Fogg  , ‘ The Standardisation of the Indonesian Language and Its Consequences 
for Islamic Communities ,’  JSEAS   46 , no.  1  ( 2015 ),  90  .  

     54        Hendrik   Maier  ,  We Are Playing Relatives: A Survey of Malay Writing  ( Leiden :   KITLV 
Press ,  2004 ),  63  .  

     55     Sweeney,  A Full Hearing , 85–96.  
     56        John   Crawfurd  ,  A Descriptive Dictionary of the Indian Islands and Adjacent Countries  

(London:  Bradbury and Evans ,  1856 ),  325  .  
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this required him to ‘repeat the spelling [of the same word] with some 
variation in order to convey a juster idea of the pronunciation’.  57   Frank 
Swettenham (1850–1946), a colonial offi cial who produced a diction-
ary of Malay nearly a century after Marsden, still concurred: fervently 
religious himself, the point of ‘utmost importance’ was fi nding a way 
to render the ‘exact pronunciation’ of the Malay word, and his diction-
ary explicitly cites Marsden’s principle.  58   By and large, throughout the 
century, romanization served principally as a textual means to an oral 
end: it was the means by which a foreign soundworld could be scripted 
and mastered. And missionaries, with their entwined commitment to the 
publishing of Christian tracts and language primers, had a great deal 
of infl uence on the scripting of foreign soundworlds. Georg Henrik 
Werndly (1693–1744), a Dutch missionary and philologist active in the 
eighteenth century, produced Malay translations of the Heidelberg cat-
echism and Psalms which, despite using a somewhat arcane system of 
romanization, was nonetheless widely adopted for the printing of roman-
ized Malay works in both Europe and the Dutch East Indies well into the 
nineteenth century.  59   Early Dutch attempts to romanize Malay were ori-
ented strongly towards ensuring their own proper pronunciation. ‘What 
a fearful quantity of diacritical marks the early Dutchmen added so that 
they could [speak] with Malay intonation,’ one scholar remarked.  60   Yet 
these ungainly attempts remained authoritative in the absence of alterna-
tives. As William Robinson put it quite bluntly, ‘the Bible, in the Roman 
character, is quite as much the standard of Grammar, Orthography and 
Pronunciation, as it is of Divinity’.  61   

 But parts of the soundworld proved especially diffi cult to script. In 
Malaya, the key fi gure in the attempt to tame the Malay soundworld 
was William Shellabear (1862–1948), an energetic missionary and 
self-taught philologist. Shellabear had been initially dispatched to 
Malaya as a soldier in the British army, but qualifi ed as a Methodist 
missionary in 1890, and set up a commerically oriented Methodist 
press the following year:  the American Mission Press. Exemplifying 
the earnest combined spirits of scholar, missionary, and businessman, 
Shellabear began to devise an almost fully phonetic system of trans-
literating  jawi  in the roman alphabet, and published it in 1899 as his 

     57        William   Marsden  ,  A Dictionary of the Malayan Language  ( Cox and Baylis ,  1812  ).  
     58        Frank   Swettenham  ,  Vocabulary of the English and Malay Languages: With Notes , vol. 1 

( Singapore :  Government Printing Offi ce ,  1881  ).  
     59     Gallop, ‘Early Malay Printing,’ 86–87.  
     60     Diehl,  Printers and Printing in the East Indies to 1850 , 22.  
     61        William   Robinson  ,  An Attempt to Elucidate the Principles of Malayan Orthography  

( London :  Mission Press ,  1823 ),  216  .  
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 Practical Malay Grammar . It was issued in second edition just fi ve years 
later, in 1904. Its principal orthographic feature was the omission of 
what Shellabear called the ‘short vowel sound’, or the ‘indeterminate 
Malay sound’ from Malay words like  tetapi ,  sebelah ,  dengan , and  kena . 
As Shellabear explained, inserting any sort of vowel to stand in for the 
‘short vowel sound’, be it a, â, e, ê, u, or û, tended to mislead ‘both 
European and native speakers’ into incorrect pronunciation by encour-
aging them to give equal weight to vowels which were not in fact equally 
sounded.  62   He thus rendered such words as  ttapi  (but),  sblah  (beside), 
 dngan  (with), and  kna  (hit). In large part due to Shellabear’s affection 
for  jawi  script and his conviction that it was the true script of Malay 
Christian literature, his orthography followed that of  jawi , which tended 
to spell out only the consonants and principal vowels. His infl uence in 
the press enabled him to propagate his system of transliteration through 
primers and vocabularies, including the  Straits Vocabulary  (1894),  Straits 
Dialogues  (1914), the  Triglot Vocabulary  (1922), and other Malay publi-
cations.  63   These became commercial successes for the press – demon-
strating, incidentally, the growing need among the populations of the 
Straits Settlements for language-learning aids. 

 Shellabear’s short and indeterminate vowel was one aspect of Malay 
which early lexicographers struggled to romanize. Another was the silent 
or guttural fi nal  k  sound – known as the glottal stop – such as that of 
 anak  (child),  tidak  (not) and  pendek  (short). All manner of spelling meth-
ods were devised, and a great deal of expository ink was spilled, to try to 
capture and tame these elusive sounds. Lim Hiong Seng’s manual of the 
Malay colloquial, one of the few Baba dictionaries of the late nineteenth 
century, used an italicized  h  instead of a  k ; some European manuals, in 
an attempt to convey the way in which the consonant was more of a rapid 
termination of sound rather than the hard click of the European  k , omit-
ted it altogether.  64   It was no wonder then that early European and locally 
written manuals alike emphasized the necessity of learning through 
speaking, insisting upon the necessity of learning the sound of Malay 
from ‘native speakers’, ‘living voices’, and other producers of  authentic 
sounds . ‘Correctness of expression,’ William Maxwell counselled, ‘cannot 
be entirely learnt from grammars . . . Instruction derived from books 

     62        William G.   Shellabear  ,  A Practical Malay Grammar , 2nd ed. ( Singapore :   American 
Mission Press ,  1904 ),  2  .  

     63     A list of Shellabear’s publications is available in the ‘Memoranda of Books’,  Straits 
Settlements Government Gazette , 15 January 1915.  

     64        Lim   Hiong Seng  ,  A Manual of the Malay Colloquial, Such as is Spoken by All Nationalities 
in the Colonies of the Straits Settlements, and Designed for Domestic and Business Purposes  
( Singapore :  Koh Yew Hean Press ,  1887  ), IV.  
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must be supplemented by constant practice in speaking  with Malays ’.  65   
Crucially, he added: ‘not with Malay-speaking Asiatics of other nation-
alities…’ Lim Hiong Seng’s manual, on the other hand, emphasized that 
learners of Malay would do just as well to listen to a Baba as to a Malay 
speaker: the sound of the fi nal guttural  k  ‘should be learnt from the living 
voice of a Baba or a Malay.’  66   

 In part because of this makeshift quality to written romanized Malay, 
by the turn of the century there were a number of different and sometimes 
mutually incompatible systems of romanization circulating in print. This 
proved to be somewhat of an annoyance to the missionaries: by the later 
decades of the nineteenth century, some in the fi eld had begun to sug-
gest that the lack of consistent orthographic standards tended to incur a 
suspicion, particularly among Muslims, that since there appeared to be 
different versions of the Bible in one language, this constituted an argu-
ment against the validity of the Bible as true revelation.  67   To the colonial 
state, however, the lack of standard writing was perceived to be a great 
hindrance to proper governance, and thus, in 1904, the British convened 
a committee to discuss the problem of fi nding a standard romanization 
on the peninsula for government use. The three offi cials on this commit-
tee were R. J. Wilkinson, H. Conway Belfi eld (Acting British Resident 
in Perak), and D. G. Campbell (Acting British Resident in Selangor).  68   

 At the start of the report, the committee noted that there were at least 
fi ve popular systems of romanizing Malay which had been jostling for 
expression in the world of Malay print as it appeared at the turn of the 
century. First was Shellabear’s, detailed earlier, which the committee 
characterized respectfully as being dominant in missionary publications. 
In form, it was not very divergent from the second system propounded 
by William Maxwell (1846–1897), who had served for many years in the 
Straits Settlements Supreme Courts, in the British Residency at Perak, 
and later as Colonial Secretary of the Straits Settlements. Maxwell’s 
long acquaintance with the Malay language stimulated him to produce 

     65        William Edward   Maxwell  ,  A Manual of the Malay Language:  With an Introductory 
Sketch of the Sanskrit Element in Malay  ( London :  K. Paul Trench, Trübner, & Company, 
Limited ,  1882  ), IV. Italics mine.  

     66     Lim,  Malay Colloquial .  
     67        Robert   Hunt  ,  William Shellabear: A Biography  ( KL Malaysia :  UM Press ,  1996 ),  285  .  
     68     That two out of three on the committee hailed from Perak posts refl ected an important 

aspect of these pro-Malay endeavours: Perak’s ruler at the time, Sultan Idris Murshid 
al’azzam Shah (r. 1887–1916) viewed himself as a progressive and cultured ruler, and 
had, throughout his reign, provided unstinting support to Ernest Birch and Wilkinson in 
their various proposals to promote Malay interests in colonial governance, particularly 
in the areas of education, land administration, and here in the matter of philology. For a 
classic study of Perak, see Andaya,  Abode of Grace .  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.004
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.004
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Colonial State76

a dictionary whose orthographic system was followed consistently in all 
government educational books, newsletters, and publications. The prin-
cipal difference between the two systems was their treatment of the inde-
terminate vowel; Maxwell’s used an unaccented  e , whereas Shellabear’s, 
as explained earlier, omitted it altogether. A third system was the Straits 
Chinese system – ‘if system it can be called’, the committee members 
sniffed – which was characterized as ‘rough and ready’: apparently devoid 
of any ‘defi nite rules’, and dismissed almost immediately. 

 The committee also considered, fi nally, the old and new Dutch 
orthographic efforts throughout the nineteenth century. The old Dutch 
orthography was a direct transliteration of Arabic letters, but used vowel 
and consonant clusters that were common to Dutch, such as ‘oe’ for 
‘u’ ( boekoe  rather than  buku ) and ‘tj’ for ‘ch’ ( batja  rather than  bacha ). 
The newer orthography was based more on Malay pronunciation than 
its Arabic-script spelling. Both these systems were supported by much 
larger numbers of romanized publications than could be found on the 
Malay peninsula. Romanized Malay had been the language of choice for 
non-Muslims and Dutch governmental affairs in the Indies. In contrast, 
the predominance of English-language administration on the peninsula 
meant that romanization of Malay was a somewhat secondary concern. 
Even where Malay did remain the language of state, in the Unfederated 
Malay States (UMS), Malay elites retained the right to preserve  jawi  as 
the traditional form of government communication and the principal 
language of religious education, well into the twentieth century. 

 The Dutch, therefore, invested earlier into what they called ‘the Malay 
question’. Offi cial attempts to standardize orthography moved decisively 
away from transliterating Arabic into systematizing a more Latinized 
orthography. As early as 1891 a comprehensive and standardized  rumi  
orthography had been commissioned by the Dutch and produced by 
Dutch schoolmaster J.  L. Van der Toorn for written Minangkabau.  69   
A little later, Charles Van Ophuijsen (1856–1917), an inspector of native 
education in Sumatra in the 1890s, was commissioned by the Dutch 
government in 1896 to draft a consistent orthography for teaching pur-
poses. To do this, he travelled throughout what he considered to be the 
most important Malay-speaking areas – not only in Sumatra, Pontianak 
and the Riau islands, but also to the Malay peninsula and Singapore – in 
order to create a representative ‘blend’ of the differing Malay dialects 
and pronunciations. He drew strongly on the romanization principles 
of H.  C. Klinkert (1829–1913), one of the leading scholars of Malay 

     69        Suryadi  , ‘ Vernacular Intelligence:  Colonial Pedagogy and the Language Question in 
Minangkabau ,’  Indonesia and the Malay World   34 , no.  100  ( 2006 ),  315–44  .  
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at the time, to produce a scientifi c hybrid of Dutch imperial Malay and 
British imperial Malay, which he called ‘Riau or Johor Malay’. The result 
was the ‘school spelling’ ( Ejaan Sekolah ), published in 1901 as the  Kitab 
Logat Melajoe . It was made compulsory in teaching and administration, 
and used widely in Dutch government publications.  70   Divested of many 
of its earlier notations and markings, the new  Ejaan Sekolah  was a far cry 
indeed from the ‘fearful quantity of diacritic marks’ that adorned Dutch 
Malay of the seventeenth century. 

 The move away from transliterating Arabic-Malay script took place 
alongside a general shift away from  jawi . As Kevin Fogg shows,  jawi  
remained central to Muslim readers well into the twentieth century, and 
was also not fully abandoned by the Dutch themselves, particularly as a 
distinct mode of writing for communicating with religious communities.  71   
Yet it is perhaps this religious connection that provided the rationale for 
both the Dutch and the British to try to abandon the Arabic script and 
fi x a more colonial, comfortable incarnation of Malay. Henk Maier has 
suggested that romanization took place partly in opposition to the com-
petitive threat of Islam, and by inference of its script, to colonial author-
ity.  72   But here, the differences between the British and Dutch experience 
are noteworthy. When Richard Wilkinson wrote in 1908 that ‘there can 
be no doubt that Moslem law would have ended by becoming the law 
of Malaya had not British law stepped in to check it’, he was echoing a 
long history of Western unease about the Muslim world: a motley, ‘ata-
vistic’ collection of fears, dating from the time of the crusades, of Islamic 
violence, fanaticism, and degeneration.  73   These fears were counterposed 
onto the threat of religious anti-colonial militancy. From the beginning, 
British colonial powers had sought to exercise control over Islam, albeit 
indirectly. While pursuing a policy of non-interference in religious mat-
ters, the British encouraged Malay rulers to bureaucratize Islam within a 
royal framework, sponsoring the creation of ‘well-organized and salaried 
hierarchies of Muslim offi cials in charge of religious administration and 
law’.  74   British offi cials also stressed the ‘large residuum of non-Islamic 
and pre-Islamic beliefs in the Malay’s worldview’.  75   In this way, they 

     70     Vikør,  Perfecting Spelling , 15–16.  
     71     Fogg, ‘Standardisation of the Indonesian Language,’ 90–92.  
     72     Maier,  We Are Playing Relatives , 63.  
     73     A. J. Stockwell, ‘Imperial Security and Moslem Militancy, With Special Reference to the 

Hertogh Riots in Singapore (December 1950),’  JSEAS  17, no. 2 (1986), 322.  
     74        William   Roff  , ‘ Southeast Asian Islam ,’ in  The Cambridge History of Islam , ed.   P. M.   Holt   

( Cambridge :  CUP ,  1970  ). See also    Heather   Sutherland  , ‘ The Taming of the Trengganu 
Elite ,’ in  Southeast Asian Transition: Approaches Through Social History , ed.   Ruth T.   McVey   
( New Haven :  Yale University Press ,  1978  ).  

     75     Stockwell, ‘Imperial Security,’ 322–24.  
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largely succeeded in playing down the relevance of Islamic culture and 
doctrines from the Middle East to the Malay community and playing 
up the notion instead of the ‘real Malay’ defi ned ethnically and cultur-
ally, rather than religiously. Meanwhile, Islamic bureaucratization, by 
elevating traditional community leaders and rural  ulama  to positions of 
conservative religious power – as  muftis ,  kathis , or members of state reli-
gious councils – enforced links between traditional, social, and religious 
authority, and privileged a syncretic and heterodox Islam. 

 These structures of authority largely insulated peninsular Malays from 
the reformist aspirations of the   kaum muda  .  76   But across the waters, in 
Indonesia, where the Dutch had done little to break a strong tradition 
of  ulama  opposition to secular authorities, the Islamic renaissance fl our-
ished into a proto-nationalist movement. It was no doubt these develop-
ments which provoked the Leiden philologist J. Pijnappel (1822–1901) 
to make a vigorous and early case for the wholesale replacement of  jawi , 
arguing that this would elbow out the undesirable ‘Arab-Islamic infl u-
ences’ and replace them with ‘Western-Christian culture’.  77   Undoubtedly 
the much smaller numbers of Muslims under British rule, compared 
to Dutch rule, played a role. The Dutch authorities had ample cause 
to perceive Islam, its script, and its 35 million adherents, as a ‘serious 
threat to their desire to control the Islands’: it was the conduit by which 
dangerous religious sentiments might fl ow from the Middle East into 
the Islands.  78   They thus tended to take theological Islam far more seri-
ously than their British counterparts. Perhaps because of the more sta-
ble political position of Islam on the peninsula, it is probable that the 
British saw less need to actively break the tradition of  jawi  writing, and 
romanization assumed less urgency in the eyes of the British than those 
of the Dutch. But as the British were keen to keep Malay on either side 
of the Malaccan straits ‘substantially the same’ and to ‘lessen unneces-
sary divergences in [the orthographic] system as much as possible’:  79   
they were inclined to be guided by the Dutch in their somewhat more 
paranoid treatment of Malay, some of whom were disposed to perceive 

     76     On the  kaum muda  (youth group), see    Taufi k   Abdullah  ,  Schools and Politics: The Kaum 
Muda Movement in West Sumatra (1927–1933)  ( Ithaca :  SEAP ,  1971  ).  

     77     Sumit Mandal, quoted in Chew,  A Sociolinguistic History of Early Identities in 
Singapore: From Colonialism to Nationalism , 80.  

     78     Maier,  We Are Playing Relatives , 64. In 1919, there were 35,308,996 Muslims under 
Dutch rule, compared to 1,737,691 Muslims under British rule. Figures from    William 
G.   Shellabear  , ‘ Christian Literature for Malaysia ,’  The Moslem World   9  ( 1919 ),  379  .  

     79     Government of Malaya,  Romanised Malay Spelling:  Being the Report of a Committee 
Appointed by the Government of the Federated Malay States to Discuss the Subject of Writing 
Malay in the Roman Character, Together with a List of Malay Words Spelt According to the 
System Recommended  (KL: FMS Government Printing Offi ce, 1904).  
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Javanese characters as ‘obsolete’ and Arabic characters as outrightly ‘hos-
tile’.  80   This is why, presumably, Van Ophuijsen’s spelling system greatly 
infl uenced the committee in their deliberations about how British Malay 
ought to be spelt. It would, the committee conceded, be ‘many years 
before Romanised Malay takes in the peninsula the position that it has 
taken in the Netherlands Indies’, and they recommended that ‘very great 
weight indeed should be attached to the results of Mr Van Ophuijsen’s 
work in fi xing the spelling of individual words’.  81   

 Fixing them was key. In the contest between sound and script, the 
turn-of-the-century behemoths of the world of print elaborated earlier 
in this  chapter  – European publishers and the colonial government  – 
ultimately chose to privilege the latter over the former:  a triumph of 
text over speech and of written over oral communication. The make-
shift orthography of the missionary publications – the age of Marsden’s 
principle – was also eschewed for orthographic stability. Both missionar-
ies and colonial state had reason to move towards greater fi xity. From 
the missionaries’ perspective, pragmatism was paramount. Despite 
Shellabear’s concern with producing persuasive and authentic sounds no 
matter the orthography, even he had to admit that although his system 
was intended to promote oral accuracy, the clustering of consonants in 
words like  mnntukan  ( menentukan ),  mnylsaikan  ( menyelesaikan ) and  sbab  
( sebab ) were diffi cult to read off the page, and the Committee was of the 
opinion that Shellabear’s orthography merely ‘shirked’ the problem of 
the indeterminate vowel without, in fact, helping to improve reading and 
comprehension. From the colonial government’s perspective, however, 
orthographic fi xity was perhaps merely a particular, logical expression of 
the general role of the colonial state.  

    Looseness to Fixity 

 The fi xing and standardizing nature of the colonial state has been much 
observed by theorists of colonialism. In James Scott’s evocative words:

  To follow the development of the colonial regime is to follow the . . . nets of fi ner 
and fi ner offi cial weave [which] caught and recorded the status of each inhabit-
ant, each piece of land, each transaction, each activity that was accessible . . .   82     

 But as Scott has also later suggested, ‘seeing like a state’ demanded 
more than just ever fi ner nets of detail: it also required that state agents 

     80     Laffan,  Umma Below the Winds , 154.  
     81     Malaya,  Romanised Malay Spelling .  
     82        James   Scott  ,  The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia  

( New Haven, CT :  Yale University Press ,  1976 ),  94  .  
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master the broader sociological generalizations which marshalled those 
details into simplifi ed shorthands that saved colonial offi cials from 
drowning in knowledge by allowing them to get a handle on only what 
they needed to know to get by. In its constant acquisition of knowledge 
in the service of power, the colonial state was a ‘taxonomic state’, deeply 
invested in the political fi ction that ‘taxonomies catalogue differences 
rather than produce them’.  83   

 Analyses along these lines have shown how one of the central func-
tions of the colonial state was its stubborn commitment to categorization 
and knowledge production. This aspect of the colonial enterprise often 
evokes the institutions of the census, map, and museum; the land survey, 
the ethnography, and the botanical study. Less frequently, however, does 
it evoke the dictionary or the grammar. Yet these, too, represent impor-
tant technologies of rule which contributed to the taxonomic effect of 
the colonial state. In the case of language, dictionaries and grammars 
were simplifi ed shorthands of a complex, unruly landscape of language. 
These shorthands allowed the colonial linguistic state to compare, to 
make commensurate, and then to distinguish between different regis-
ters of Malay, and to place those, too, within hierarchies. In doing so, 
of course, they produced, not catalogued, those differences. By examin-
ing the proceedings of the Romanization Committee, as well as other 
sources, we can catch a glimpse of this process of what Ann Stoler has 
elsewhere referred to as imperial practices of ‘interior frontier’ creation.  84   

 One of the key decisions of the Committee was that Malay should not 
be transliterated from the Arabic script, as the earliest Dutch orthogra-
phy, as well as that of Shellabear’s, had attempted to. Instead, the entire 
language would be placed upon a phonetic basis whose sounds would be 
rendered according to the aural logics of the Anglo-roman alphabet. The 
Committee ruled that Arabic consonants would largely be streamlined 
into English ones: it recommended, for example, that no distinction be 
made between the Arabic  ت  (ta � ’) and  ط  (t � a � ’) and that the three letters  ظ  
(z ̣ a � ’),  ذ  (dha � l) and  ض  (d ̣ a � d) be all rendered as  dz . This decision was made 
explicitly at the vexing intersection between print and sound: it was a 
balance to be struck between trying to capture sounds correctly and 
being able to print them easily. The Committee was averse to the use of 
special symbols to match those of Arabic, and their decisions were 
expressly designed to make ‘smaller demands on the resources of our 

     83        Ann Laura   Stoler  ,  Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial 
Rule  ( Berkeley :   UCP ,  2002 ),  206–07  . See also    James   Scott  ,  Seeing Like a State: How 
Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed  ( New Haven, CT :   Yale 
University Press ,  1998 ),  24  .  

     84     Stoler,  Carnal Knowledge , 75.  
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printing offices’. Although the philologists were cognizant of these 
minute distinctions, they were deemed to appear mostly ‘in literature and 
in the speech of very highly educated men’, and ‘outside the range of 
ordinary Malay phonetics’, and thus unnecessary.  85   These distinctions 
erected an ‘interior frontier’ between Arabness and Malayness, and 
placed ‘the Arab’ above ‘the Malay’ in a hierarchy of advanced literacy. 

 A similar shorthand was being created through colonial linguistics with 
respect to what is known as ‘Baba Malay’. This has been largely under-
stood in sociolinguistics as a Sino-Malay creole, although as Michel 
DeGraff has eloquently argued, the ‘fallacy of creole exceptionalism’ – the 
idea that creole languages are exceptionally uncommon on phylogenetic 
and typological grounds  – has been one of linguistics’ most enduring 
disciplinary myths.  86   In fact, DeGraff argues, the language statuses fre-
quently delineated (and denigrated) as ‘creole’ or ‘pidgin’, in a highly 
pluralistic and hybrid world, are the rules rather than the exception. This 
is certainly borne out by any cursory study of Southeast Asia, which has 
for centuries been a space of generational intermixing and cross-cultural 
alliances of political, commercial, and intimate natures. Linguistically, 
Southeast Asia is a pantheon of codes, hybrids, ‘jargons’, creoles, pidgins, 
and languages that formed a Babelian language-world into which the 
Herderian sensibilities of European colonial linguistics encroached. The 
designation of these as ‘creoles’ by modern linguistics, with the assump-
tion of their marginality to ‘real’ languages, has had a profound infl uence 
on the reifi cations of the postcolonial nation state, and what languages 
they presume can serve as the soul of the nation. Baba Malay, whose spe-
cialist scholars suggest should be regarded as a ‘Malay dialect in its own 
right’ or a ‘nativized variety of Malay’, was a language born out of deep 
admixture: the tongue created from the confl uence of Chinese traders, 
sojourners, and travellers in the Malay-speaking multicultural ports of 
Southeast Asia.  87   Like Malay, it was predominantly a spoken language, 
but from the late 1880s to the 1950s it, too, availed itself of the oppor-
tunities of print, and spawned its own grammar, sentence structures, 
pronunciation, and literatures. Baba Malays were one of the earliest 
pioneers of romanized Malay newspapers), and constituted around 8% 

     85     Malaya,  Romanised Malay Spelling .  
     86        Michel   Degraff  , ‘ Linguists’ Most Dangerous Myth:  The Fallacy of Creole 

Exceptionalism ,’  Language and Society   34  ( 2005 ),  533–91  .  
     87        Umberto   Ansaldo  ,  Contact Languages: Ecology and Evolution in Asia  ( Cambridge :  CUP , 

 2009  ); Anne Pakir, ‘A Linguistic Investigation of Baba Malay’, 213. See also    Tan   Chee  
 Beng  ,  The Baba of Melaka: Culture and Identity of a Chinese Peranakan Community in 
Malaysia  ( Petaling Jaya, Malaysia :  Pelanduk Publications ,  1988  ).  
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of all Malay-language books printed in the Straits Settlements between 
1886 and 1920.  88   

 Shellabear was inclined to regard Baba Malay as a unique language, 
different from the Javanese and Sundanese-infl ected versions of so-called 
‘Low Malay’ to be found in the Dutch East Indies in the extent to which 
it was affected by Chinese and particularly Hokkien idiom. He was, how-
ever, convinced of its low colloquial status vis-a-vis the classical Malay: ‘It 
is hopeless,’ he said, ‘to try to force upon [the Baba Malays] what others 
may consider to be “Classical Malay”, however much superior it may be 
from the viewpoint of the scholar and the historian’. He considered Baba 
Malay, instead, to be ‘the language of the man of the street . . . a strong and 
virile tongue [with] a remarkable capacity for borrowing and assimilating 
such words as needed from other languages. It is sure to live,’ he added.  89   
Unlike the Jawi Peranakan or Arab communities, Baba Malay speakers 
gravitated easily toward the romanized script, infl uenced as they were 
by contemporaneous missionary efforts to romanize Chinese languages 
and convinced of the roman alphabet’s modern and scientifi c qualities. 
This was, after all, the era of orthographic innovations: the Legge roman-
ization and the Wade-Giles system, among others. It was these highly 
eclectic, cosmopolitan Baba Malay communities which sponsored and 
produced romanized Malay and English newspapers like the  Bintang 
Timor  (1894) and the  Surat Khabar Peranakan  (Straits Chinese Herald), 
as well as produced hundreds of translations of epic Chinese historical 
romances and classic literatures into romanized Malay. 

 One might consider these efforts to have been welcomed by colonial 
philologists, who had, as we have seen, been seeking ways to shift Malay 
away from Arabic script. But these efforts were very cursorily dismissed 
by the Straits Committee, who considered the so-called Straits Chinese 
orthography to be without merit or system. In part they were of the opin-
ion that speakers of Baba Malay spoke neither English nor Malay well, 
and so had no business engaging in the process of Malay’s translation 
into the English alphabet. But it was also the lack of a  system  which irked 
philologists, which was the same defi ciency perceived to be plaguing the 
missionary orthography: a lack of systematic fi xity and the inability to 
determine consistency correctness. These considerations underwrote the 

     88     Proudfoot, ‘Malay Book Publishing,’ 106. See also    Claudine   Salmon  , ed.  Literary 
Migrations: Traditional Chinese Fiction in Asia (17–20th Centuries)  ( Beijing :  International 
Culture Publishing Corp .,  1987  );    William   Thian-Hock Gwee  ,  A Baba Malay 
Dictionary: The First Comprehensive Compendium of Straits Chinese Terms and Expressions  
( Singapore :  Tuttle Pub. ,  2006  ).  

     89        William Girdlestone   Shellabear  , ‘ Baba Malay: An Introduction to the Language of the 
Straits-Born Chinese ,’  JSBRAS   65  ( 1913 ),  52  .  
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placing of ‘the Malay’ above ‘the Baba Malay’ in a hierarchy of linguistic 
coherence and authenticity. 

 Colonial philology did not just make ethnicized distinctions between 
Arab and Chinese Malays; it also made distinctions within Malay itself. 
These minute tussles about how to render indeterminate vowels and how 
to romanize Malay would have important repercussions:  they enabled 
the production of comparative shorthands which could be assembled 
into a hierarchy of ‘standards’. The form of the written romanized Malay 
dialogue became a useful rubric for illustrating and acknowledging vari-
ances in Malay pronunciation which were produced to guide colonial 
offi cials in different parts of the Malay States to attain more authentic 
speech over the Malay communities they governed. But, in paying atten-
tion to these differences, colonial philology aided in the solidifi cation of 
the ‘standard’ Malay. C. C. Brown’s  Perak Malay  is a good example of 
this process at work.  90   Charles Cuthbert Brown served in the admin-
istrations of Terengganu and Pahang in the prewar decades. He spoke 
fl uent Malay, wrote extensively on his life in the Malay Peninsula and 
led an infl uential translation of the  Sejarah Melayu  (the Malay Annals) 
into English.  Perak Malay , published in 1921, consisted of 29 dialogues 
rendered in two columns on each page: the fi rst, on the left, indicating 
the ‘peculiarities’ of Perak Malay pronunciation, and on the right, the 
so-called ‘standard’ romanization as recommended by the Committee 
and subsequently implemented by the colonial government. In the exam-
ple dialogue that follows, for example, Brown’s side-by-side comparison 
presents Perak Malay, left, as a clipped, colloquial version of the ‘proper’, 
written Malay, right. Differences in consonants and vowels are noted, 
and phonetic truncations are rendered as English contractions would be, 
with apostrophes. In the transcription below I have indicated these dif-
ferences by underlining them: 

 Perak Malay / English translation  ‘Standard’ Malay 

Lepas itu datang- la   tok   serejan   ‘mereksa . 
Maiat  ‘tu   dekenal  orang dari elir kata 
 dema  ya anak situ nama Mat Baki. Then 
the serjeant came and made an examina-
tion. The dead man was recognised by people 
from down-stream. They said he came from 
there, and was called Mat Baki. 

Lepas itu datang- lah   datok   serjeant   meme-
reksa . Maiat  itu   di-kenal  orang dari elir 
kata  dia-ma  ya anak situ nama Mat Baki.

 ‘gemana-ka   tok  Serejan dapat 
 rosia-nya ?  How did you fi nd it out, 
Serjeant?  

 Bagaimana-kah   datok   Serjeant  dapat 
 rahsia-nya ?

     90        Charles Cuthbert   Brown  ,  Perak Malay  ( KL :  Committee for Malay Studies ,  1921  ).  
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Kata orang Mat Baki ada  bejalan  dalam 
pekan malam itu  baru  balek dari 
Ipoh.  Detengok  orang dia ‘tu senalau 
bedampin dengan seKulop ‘tu lagi pun 
malam itu juga  dejumpa  orang dema 
bekawan. Ata teman  sak-ati-kan  seKulop 
lanjar teman tangkap bawak  kebalai .  I 
heard that Mat Baki was going about in 
the village that night, he’d just come back 
from Ipoh. People always had seen him 
going about with Kulop and that very night 
they were together. So I suspected Kulop and 
arrested him and took him to the station. 

Kata orang Mat Baki ada  berjalan  dalam 
pekan malam itu  baharu  balek dari Ipoh. 
 Di-tengok  orang dia itu senalau  ber-
damping  dengan  si-Kulop  itu lagi pun 
malam itu juga  di-jumpa  orang dema 
berkawan. Ata teman  shak-hati-kan  
 si-Kulop  lanjar teman tangkap bawa 
 kabalai .

 In the fashion of every conscientious knowledge producer, Brown 
was deeply sensitive to the task of illustrating spoken Malay, as well as 
to capturing the oral and aural specifi cities of Perak Malay. The dif-
ferences in orthography here attempt to fi x in place two sets of quite 
minutely differentiated sounds:  rahsia  rather than  rosia  (secrets);  dekenal  
rather than  di-kenal  (to recognize), for example. But in closely articu-
lating in comparative fashion Perak Malay’s deviations thus, displaying 
the ‘clippings’, the ‘omissions’ or ‘differences’ of Perak Malay alongside 
‘standard’ speech, Brown was helping to stabilize a British-sponsored 
orthodoxy of spelling in contrast to what he was also describing, separate 
to the standard, as ‘Perak Malay’. These dialogues, while producing fi ne, 
detailed knowledge about regional specifi cities of Malay, were also pro-
ducing the shorthand of ‘Perak Malay’ as a lesser dialect or subset of the 
British-sponsored ‘standard’ Malay. 

 Such dialogues and primers represent the triumph of a print-based, 
textual colonial state over the unruly orality of those whom it would call 
its subjects. For it is certainly the case that the obsession with ensur-
ing the fi xity of the written form of language was not an issue – nor 
was it, I  suggest, even possible  – before the incursion of print and, 
particularly, of romanized print. The particular kind of fi xity venerated 
and sought by colonial philologists was a departure from the virtues 
of the Arabic script as perceived by its Malay users, who often had 
a very different approach to the purported ‘diffi culties’ of  jawi  faced 
by Europeans. Even Zainal Abidin bin Ahmad (Za’aba) (1895–1973), 
the Malay modernizer extraordinaire of whom more will be said later, 
insisted that  jawi ’s ease and value lay precisely in what colonial scholars 
lamented as its ‘ambiguities’. Weighing up the pros and cons of  jawi  and 
 rumi , he said:

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.004
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.004
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Knowledge Producers 85

  Writing in  jawi  is quicker, becauses the alphabets consist largely of short, smooth 
lines, without the notches and culicues of the Latin alphabet. Many of them 
look alike, often differentiated with just a dot;  thus  newcomers to the script can 
learn it with great ease. This system of highly fl exible orthography is advantaged 
compared to  rumi , where the spelling is phonetic and not a single letter can be 
left out.  91     

 These were not qualities of the Arabic script readily appreciated by 
colonial offi cials.  Jawi  was a script world in which few Europeans were 
at ease. The ‘fl exibility’ of  jawi  orthography was precisely what colonial 
philologists sought to stabilize through romanization. The script did 
not mark vowels as a matter of necessity: many were left to be inferred 
through context and pronounced according to speaker. In a comparable 
manner to that other great written court language, Chinese,  jawi  unprob-
lematically elided the oral differences  – between, for example, Malay 
spoken among Aceh, Minangkabau, and Johor Malays. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that in their attempt to fi x Malay into a colonial grid, and in 
the phonemic fashion of the nineteenth century that sought to assign a 
letter to every sound, European philologists encountered their greatest 
trials in the taming of Malay vowels. Snouck Hurgronje (1857–1936), 
the redoubtable Dutch administrator and scholar of Islam and whose 
counsel was sought by the romanization committee on these matters, 
cautioned that fi xing orthographic uniformity could obscure or misrep-
resent more complex ground realities. ‘The local diversity of vocalism 
must keep us from marking too fi ne distinctions of sound,’ he said, ‘and 
from fi xing in script nuances which in a considerable part of Malaya are 
not observed’.  92   The temptations to do so, however, proved too strong for 
either the Dutch or British. The result was a kind of earnest artifi ciality, a 
scripted language which seemed to be out of touch of how language was 
actually spoken.  

    A Guided Development 

 It is important to note, however, that these schematics were not imposed 
imperiously from above. Malay was not simply learned by colonial offi -
cials as a language of command; it was, as Adrian Vickers emphasizes, 
‘something constructed anew in the processes of domination’, and as 
in all colonial situations, the British had their co-constructors.  93   The 

     91     Za’aba, ‘Bahasa Melayu dengan Tulisannya’,  Dewan Bahasa , February 1958. Italics mine.  
     92     Excerpted comments in Malaya,  Romanised Malay Spelling .  
     93        Adrian   Vickers  , ‘ “ Malay Identity”:  Modernity, Invented Tradition and Forms of 

Knowledge ,’ in  Contesting Malayness: Malay Identity Across Boundaries , ed.   Timothy P.  
 Barnard   ( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2004  ).  
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sovereignty of British script, like that of its rule, fl ourished with native 
sanction, in a thoroughly central dynamic of colonial rule that is often 
underemphasized: the role of the ‘munshi’, ‘guru’, ‘dubash’, or any sort 
of native-speaker informant without whom the colonial process of codi-
fying language would have been an impossible task. The role of such 
language collaborators is not well studied in the Malayan context, but 
it is everywhere in the colonial archive: in cadets’ letters home to their 
parents, in governmental correspondence about interpreters and trans-
lation, in nostalgia-tinged colonial memoirs of their earliest days in the 
service.  94   Malay munshis were employed to help pen diplomatic cor-
respondence as much as to teach fl oundering Europeans their language. 
The relationship between the redoubtable scribe Munshi Abdullah 
and Alfred North was a close one, and each held the other in almost 
familial esteem. Abdullah, who was given to interpolate his authorial 
self into his writings, once described North as ‘an American, one who 
bathes to his heart’s content in the sea of Malay language; for he is an 
especial disciple of mine, in whom I  have the greatest trust in trans-
lating English into Malay according to the correct idiom.’  95   Hermann 
von de Wall, we will recall, was commissioned by the Dutch government 
to compile a Dutch-Malay dictionary in 1855, and discussed Malay 
extensively throughout the 1860s with literary elites such as RAH and 
Haji Ibrahim.  96   Shellabear was taught his Malay by an interpreter of the 
Supreme Court at Singapore, a man named Ismail, who fi ttingly was the 
former pupil of Munshi Abdullah himself.  97   

 The close relationships that formed between such individuals in the 
production of the dictionaries, grammars, language primers, and liter-
ary canons that today continue to possess legitimacy are testament to 
the complex linguistic legacy of colonial rule. On the one hand, the col-
lusion of native elites in the sanctioning of British colonial linguistics 
helps account for how modern Malay could be so profoundly reshaped 
by foreign intervention. But on the other hand, this act of co-creation 
has, woven within it, a story of forgetting: the dissipation of alternative 
paths, pruned from the relentlessly modern trajectory of Malay’s guided 
development. 

     94     Representative sample of such letters home, from Chinese-language cadets, include 
Tom Cromwell (SOAS special collections) and Frank Wilson (RHL). Colonial memoirs 
include    Frank   Swettenham  ,  Footprints in Malaya  ( Hutchinson & Company, Limited , 
 1942  );    Richard   Winstedt  ,  Start from Alif: Count From One: An Autobiographical Memoire  
( KL :  OUP ,  1969  ).  

     95     Van der Putten, ‘Abdullah Munsyi,’ 432.  
     96     Van der Putten and Al Azhar, ‘Letters from Raja Ali Haji’.  
     97     Warnk, ‘European Collecting Habits,’ 9.  
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 The story of RAH’s dictionary is instructive here. As we will recall, 
RAH was a prolifi c Islamic scholar-writer in Penyengat, one of the sev-
eral centers of Malay print in the nineteenth century. Once considered 
to be unrelentingly hostile to Europeans, RAH has since been revealed to 
have been close friends with his German interlocutor and loosely infl u-
enced by and open to new European ideas and linguistic practices. At the 
same time as assisting von de Wall in compiling his Dutch-Malay diction-
ary, RAH was also hard at work on his own contribution to the Malay 
language: the earliest monolingual Malay dictionary we know of, which 
remained incomplete at his death in the early 1870s. This  jawi -script dic-
tionary, he wrote affectionately to von de Wall, ‘will not be like the dic-
tionary of my honourable friend.’  98   

 The result of his labour was, indeed, entirely unlike von de Wall’s dic-
tionary, or any other European compilation. Von de Wall appears to have 
attempted to dissuade him from modelling it on Arabic grammars and 
dictionaries, and RAH was not interested in emulating European lexi-
cography either. It is clear that he steered his own path, one shaped by a 
more Arabic sense of history and social mores, by a certain theological 
conservatism perhaps characteristic of the mood of Islamic revivalism 
into which he was born.  99   His dictionary defi nitions took the form of 
 syair  – amusing narrative poems – or short, moralistic stories, ‘in order to 
appeal to the young’.  100   William Roff described it as ‘a kind of Johnsonian 
dictionary in which defi nition is made the occasion for comment’.  101   
Words were arranged not according to the Latin alphabet, nor even to 
standard practices of Arabic lexicography, but to some system either of 
his own invention, or following an unknown example.  102   Most interest-
ingly, as Jan van der Putten has shown, his dictionary also cheerfully 
incorporated an entire set of vocabulary which is hardly to be found in 
any other dictionary of European origin: the lexicon of sex and bodily 
functions, described with a charming candour that would be hard to 
reconcile with the more puritanical bent to Islamic morality prevalent 

     98     Quoted in    Jan   Van der Putten  , ‘ On Sex, Drugs and Good Manners: Raja Ali Haji as 
Lexicographer ,’  JSEAS   33 , no.  03  ( 2002 ),  419  .  

     99     For his conservatism about, especially, women, see Hijjas, ‘Literate and Literary 
Women in the Nineteenth-Century Malay World’. For the characterisation of RAH, 
see Peter G. Riddell,  Islam and the Malay-Indonesian World: Transmission and Responses  
(Honolulu:  UH Press, 2001), 191. On Islamic revivalism, see Christine Dobbin, 
‘Islamic Revivalism in Minangkabau at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century,’  MAS  8, 
no. 03 (1974), 319–45.  

     100     Van der Putten, ‘Raja Ali Haji as Lexicographer’.  
     101        William R.   Roff  ,  The Origins of Malay Nationalism  ( Oxford :  OUP ,  1994 ),  46  .  
     102     On the dictionary itself, see Van der Putten and Al Azhar, ‘Letters from Raja Ali 

Haji,’ 21–25.  
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in Malaysia today.  103   As a text, it fell entirely outside the taxonomic grid 
(and moral comfort zone) of Victorian colonial linguistics, unrecogniz-
able and thus undeserving of the category of ‘dictionary’. It was never 
published in RAH’s lifetime, and much of the manuscript appears to 
have been lost; only six letters found their way posthumously to the 
Al-Ahmadiah Press in Singapore where they were published in 1927 as 
the  Kitab Pengetahuan Bahasa . 

 The story of forgetting which shadows his role in the European 
co-creation of Malay reminds us of collapsed routes to non-European 
modernities. Though RAH played a crucial role in making Penyengat 
attractive to Dutch scholars seeking a pure Malay to enshrine in their own 
technologies of Malay knowledge production, his legacy has been a curated, 
selective one.  104   Only the aspects of his contributions which were ‘legible’ 
to Europeans, such as his poetry and other literary material which fulfi lled 
European sensibilities about ‘pure’ and ‘cultural’ Malay, were selected to 
cement his literary stature.  105   The dictionary he wrote to capture the world 
of speech among Malays was one predicated not on the need for translation 
and taming – and all the hegemonies and anxieties that those acts generate – 
but for curiosity and the love of language between one native-speaker and 
another. Today, in a familiar twist of postcolonial irony, present-day Malay 
scholars often dismiss his creation as impoverished and unsystematic.  106   

 RAH’s story can be contrasted to those of Munshi Abdullah and of 
Za’aba. The former, as we have seen, is canonized as the ‘father of mod-
ern Malay literature’; the latter, the keystone of British guided devel-
opment of Malay, and today remains everywhere known as the ‘Grand 
Old Man of Malay Letters’.  107   Za’aba began his career as a journalist, 
and later moved into colonial employment as a teacher at the famous 
Sultan Idris Training College (SITC), renowned for its radical literary 
graduates, its early innovations in the Malay language, and its interven-
tions into a burgeoning vernacular Malay public sphere. He took up the 
British romanization project  – Wilkinson’s Orthography, and its revi-
sions by Wilkinson’s junior, Richard Winstedt (1878–1966) – and car-
ried it forward into the postcolonial age.  108   In 1926, just two years after 

     103     For details, see Van der Putten, ‘Raja Ali Haji as Lexicographer,’ 418–21.  
     104     See Van der Putten, ‘Printing in Riau.’  
     105     On his poetry see    Abu Hassan   Sham  , ed.  Puisi-Puisi Raja Ali Haji  ( KL :  DBP ,  1993  ).  
     106     See Van der Putten, ‘Raja Ali Haji as Lexicographer,’ 419.  
     107     On the canonization of Munshi Abdullah, see    Ungku Maimunah Mohd .  Tahir  , ‘ The 

Construction and Institutionalization of Abdullah Bin Abdul Kadir Munsyi as the 
Father of Modern Malay Literature: The Role of Westerners ,’ in  The Canon in Southeast 
Asian Literatures , ed.   David   Smyth   ( London :  Curzon ,  2000  ). On Za’aba’s stature, see 
for example ‘The Grand Old Man of Malay Letters Dies’,  ST , 24 October 1973.  

     108        Richard   Winstedt  ,  Malay Grammar  ( Oxford :  Clarendon Press ,  1927 ),  49  .  
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he started at the SITC Translation Bureau, he produced two volumes of 
Malay grammar, and several years afterward, a book on Malay composi-
tion. During his service at the SITC Translation Bureau, he oversaw the 
publication in  rumi  of carefully selected textbooks for the use of Malay 
schools, and under his tenure the SITC Malay School Series produced 
48 textbooks between 1924 and 1937.  109   He produced a three-volume 
grammar of Malay,  Pelita Bahasa Melayu  (1940, 1946, and 1949) which 
undertook a wholesale attempt to systematize Malay grammar. And he 
also introduced a spelling system in 1924, which came to be known as 
 Ejaan Sekolah  (School Spelling). Like that of van Ophuijsen’s, Za’aba’s 
orthographic system, principally explicated in his textbook  Petua2 Ejaan 
Rumi , gained wider sanction and was used throughout the administra-
tion. He privileged the ‘o’ over the ‘u’ spelling in the closed fi nal syllables 
of Malay words – e.g.,  ator  not  atur ,  batok  not  batuk  – standardized the 
marking of the Malay indeterminate vowel with an e ̌ , and insisted on the 
use of hyphens to differentiate affi xes or post-positional emphases from 
the infi nitives ( di-atorkan, ambil-lah ).  110   

 The belief that  jawi  hindered progress and that the switch to  rumi  
would usher Malays into a modern world had enormous purchase among 
Za’aba’s generation of progressive Malay intellectuals and writers. All 
major periodicals of the day –  Utusan Melayu, Majallah Guru , as well as 
smaller and more ephemeral periodicals – were published in  jawi  during 
the prewar years. But as early as the 1930s, such writers were charging 
that  jawi  was not yet good enough ( belum chukup ) to transcribe scientifi c 
words, and that its poverty in this respect was responsible for the back-
wardness of the Malay race. An article on food science in the infl uential 
Islamist, Penang-based Malay periodical  Saudara , for example, apolo-
gized to their readers for having no choice but to use the Western alpha-
bet –  huruf2 barat  – to render scientifi c terms like  carbohydrates, proteins , 
 hydrogen , and  oxygen , which had no easy equivalents in Malay, and fur-
thermore, due to the unnatural consonant clusters, were extremely dif-
fi cult to render in the Arabic script.  111   The infl uence of Kemal Ataturk’s 
decision to romanize Turkish undoubtedly exerted an impact, and this 
important connection has not received the attention it deserves.  112   These 

     109     Roff,  The Origins of Malay Nationalism , 148.  
     110     See    Zainal Abidin bin   Ahmad  ,  Petua-Petua Ejaan Rumi Melayu di Malaya: Ka’edah Yang 

Terpakai di Sekolah Melayu  ( Singapore :  Department for Malay Studies, UM ,  1955  ).  
     111     ‘Makanan – Apakah Dia’,  Saudara , 1 April 1936. For a detailed analysis of the place 

of Saudara in fostering Malay nationalist and social consciousness, see    Siti Rodziyah  
 Nyan  ,  Akhbar Saudara: Pencetus Kesedaran Masyarakat Melayu  ( KL :  DBP ,  2009  ).  

     112     See    Anthony   Milner  , ‘ The Impact of the Turkish Revolution on Malaya ,’  Archipel  
 31  ( 1986 ),  117–30  . On the Turkish writing reform, see    Geoffrey   Lewis  ,  The Turkish 
Language Reform: A Catastrophic Success  :  ( Oxford :  OUP ,  1999  ).  
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perceived defi ciencies would be taken up in the hypermodernist era of 
language planning and the creation of terminologies to equip Malay with 
a lexicon for the modern world ( Chapter 5 ). The charge of the ‘unscien-
tifi c’ nature of Malay was thus taken up nowhere more strongly than by 
Malay progressive intellectuals themselves. 

 It is unsurprising, then, that Za’aba’s language codifi cation efforts 
melded effortlessly with his politics. He demonstrated a feisty political spirit 
early on: his articulate and hard-hitting critical essays – ‘The Poverty of 
the Malays’ and ‘The Salvation of the Malays’ – marked him as a trouble-
maker in the eyes of the British. He was actively involved with the Malay 
 kaum muda , urging modernizing reforms in what he perceived to be an 
archaic, feudal Malay society. He would later chair the Malay Congress 
that gave birth to the United Malays National Organization (UMNO), the 
party which has ruled over independent Malaysia for all of its postcolo-
nial life. By the end of the decade, on the eve of World War II, SITC stu-
dents were at the forefront of a peninsula-wide rallying of Malays around 
that Herderian slogan:  ‘ Hidup Bahasa! Hiduplah Bangsa! ’ (Long live the 
language! Long live the nation/race!) The  bahasa  around which they were 
rallying was one which looked forward to the future, with Za’aba as its 
spearhead, its modern progenitor. For he was, as many have shown, a mod-
ernist around whom the image of the paradigmatic Malay intellectual has 
been created.  113   He absorbed the scientism of colonial linguistics, mastered 
the cultural technologies of the grammar and the dictionary, and sought to 
shape the Malay language in the image of the new gods of modernity. 

 But tensions of modernity ran deep. If Malay was to be fi xed, then 
it was fi xed according to transplanted standards, yet freely adopted by 
Malay self-styled modernizers, who claimed the authority to defi ne what 
was traditional and unwanted, and what was modern and desirable. 
Bodies of knowledge which had been preserved in a language much more 
orally oriented than the print-based Malay of the early twentieth cen-
tury began to be elided. Amin Sweeney offered a striking example of the 
transformation of some of the most intimate mental categories – how a 
group of language-speakers collectively understand the passage of time – 
under the guided development of colonial philology. Once encoded in 
the rhythms of Malay living, time phrases such as ‘ buntar bayang-bayang ’ 
(round shadows) and ‘ matahari ayun-temayun ’ (the sun hovering) gave 
way to  12 PM  and  4 PM , respectively.  114   This Latinate way of marking 
time formed a peculiar un- jawi -like cluster of consonants,  PM , which an 

     113     For key works on Za’aba, see    Adnan Haji   Nawang  ,  Za’aba, Patriot Dan Pendeta Melayu  
( KL :  Yayasan Penataran Ilmu ,  1994  );    Adnan Haji   Nawang  ,  Za’aba Dan Melayu  ( Kuala 
Kangsar :  Penerbit Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris ,  2007  ).  

     114     Sweeney,  A Full Hearing , 105.  
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unsavvy reader of  jawi  might have read out as  pam  or  pom . This was not 
just an alphabetic shift:  it suggested a whole worldview under renova-
tion. And texts like those of RAH, produced in the idiom, spirit, script, 
and technology of a different age, sit in old libraries like moss-covered 
markers on untrodden paths toward other possible histories of Malay 
literature. The road to postcolonial modernity is paved, it seems, with 
colonial asphalt and the letterpress.  115   The displacement of these bodies 
of knowledge by Western print-based standards and conceptions of sci-
ence was underwritten by the slow, voluntary shift into the printed Latin 
alphabet: a willing surrender to a colonially guided modernity. 

 Michael Laffan suggests a parallel for Indonesians in this vein, when 
he wrote in a somewhat speculative vein that ‘the ultimate failure of the 
 kaum muda  to achieve an Islamic state in Indonesia was prefi gured by 
their choice of script. In the race to the press and a modern education, 
they had lost a calligraphic hegemony to a Western dominated modernity, 
and one in which their own schools participated’.  116   His comments, and 
the thrust of this chapter, have suggested that the impact of changing the 
form of a language has much more than cosmetic effects. As A. L. Becker 
wrote of Burmese: ‘Writing systems…are among the deepest metaphors 
in a language, that they resonate richly throughout a culture, and so for 
us to substitute one technology of writing for another is not a neutral act, 
a mere notational variation. It means to reimagine language itself ’.  117   If 
language was, as many Malay intellectuals would insist, the very heart of 
Malayness –  bahasa jiwa bangsa  (language is the soul of the race) – then 
this constituted the reshaping of no less than a cultural self under the 
complex web woven out of the histories of print and manuscript, and the 
knowledge productions of both colonizer and colonized. These develop-
ments can cut two ways. For the divestiture of  jawi  of all but its value as 
a vessel of tradition and religiosity in this earlier colonial period is surely 
one of the sources of its unique claim today to being a symbol of self-
hood in an age of sharpened religious sensibilities and re-Islamization: a 
border to authenticity that only true Muslim Malays can cross.  

    Conclusion 

 I have shown, in this chapter, how the taming of the Malay language 
was enacted, as in many other imperial situations, through hegemonies 

     115     ‘Language as Asphalt’, in    Rudolf   Mrázek  ,  Engineers of Happy Land:  Technology and 
Nationalism in a Colony  ( Princeton, NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  2002 ),  1 – 42  .  

     116     Laffan,  Umma Below the Winds , 237.  
     117        Alton L.   Becker  ,  Beyond Translation:  Essays Toward a Modern Philology  (Ann Arbor, 

MI:  University of Michigan Press ,  2000 ),  234  .  
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of knowledge, and in particular through dictionaries and orthographic 
reform. Malay and Malayness were transformed by three major transi-
tions stimulated by the colonial encounter with the Malay language: the 
socioeconomic transition from manuscript to print, the cultural transi-
tion from orality and aurality to textuality, and the orthographic tran-
sition from Arabic to romanized script. The effects of these transitions 
on the Malay language and conceptions of Malayness were enormous, 
as we have seen. Malay was not offi cially romanized until the 1950s, 
but the roots of regarding romanized script as a measure of modernity 
were established in the colonial period as a process of the taming of 
Malay. Yet also important is the recognition that these transformations 
could not have taken place but for the fact that Malay was brought fi rmly 
under the developmental aegis of the colonial state in a volitional act 
of co-creation with its chosen indigenous elites. It should also be clear 
that the colonial state’s approach to Malay-language learning and gov-
ernance was different from, and far more proprietary than, its approach 
to Chinese-language learning and governance detailed in  Chapter  1 . 
If knowledge of Chinese communities and their numerous languages 
brought ever more intimate knowledge of the threatening ungovernabil-
ity of their subjects, knowledge of Malay, I suggest, seemed to entail gov-
ernability. Yet both were ultimately about taming a perceived disorder. In 
the case of the Chinese languages, disorder reigned in the form of illegi-
bility and incomprehensibility, in the proliferation of ‘dialects’, and in the 
inability of the colonial bureaucracy to adequately meet these challenges. 
In the Malay language, the colonial state sought to tame the proliferation 
of forms, establishing inner frontiers between lesser and greater types of 
Malay, as well as infl uence the very sound and shape of Malay itself. 

 The threat of Babel would loom large again. In the crucible of World 
War II, the loss of political control occurred in tandem with a loss of the 
vectors of control that these two chapters have explored. With the rais-
ing of the red and white Japanese fl ag over the island of Singapore in 
1942, the technocratic apparatuses of the bureaucratic state described in 
 Chapter 1 , with their elaborate but brittle structures of law giving, sur-
veillance, and language learning; the knowledge producing apparatuses 
of the Malay-speaking colonial state described in this chapter: all were 
stripped away to allow the essential plurality of the Malayan Babel to 
develop along different, untutored lines. Language became more than 
a governing arm of colonial rule: it became a resource for resistance, a 
battleground for control, and a new chapter in the threat of Babel. We 
turn now to the age of the word wars.         
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     3     The Lexicographers    

 Dictionaries and the Making of Postwar Politics      

   LEXICOGRAPHER: A writer of dictionaries, a harmless drudge.  

    – Samuel Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language (1755)  

    Introduction 

 The picture of the colonial state which I have painted in the fi rst two 
chapters is one of systemic brittleness. Faced with the challenges of man-
aging and governing a plurilingual society, the British exercised a fragile 
control over vernacular communities in the colony, and the magnitude 
of their task increased over time as the imperial enterprise spread wider 
and deeper into the peninsula. The abruptness of Britain’s defeat by the 
Japanese in 1942 and the fall of Singapore dislocated more than just 
political control. As I  suggest in this chapter, in the crucible of World 
War II, the colonial state’s techniques of linguistic governance, too, were 
overturned. The fi rst section presents a narrative analysis of the effects of 
the Japanese occupation on Malaya (1942–1945) and, to a lesser extent, 
Indonesia, part of which was temporarily administered with Malaya. 
The occupation saw a radical reconstitution of daily life, of the relation-
ships between its subject populations, and of popular perceptions of the 
British empire. I examine the subsequent eruption in the turbulent post-
war years (1945–50) of a self-consciously political vocabulary, indexed 
in the rise of a new genre of Malay political dictionaries and lexicons, or 
 kamus politik . 

 We can understand these dictionaries as refl ections of a vocabulary 
and society in fl ux. But more than that, in the pages of these ephemeral 
pamphlets and books were contained battles over the very legitimacy 
of the lexicons and languages of the new politics. Their lexicographers 
were no harmless drudges. For the writers of these dictionaries, amateur 
lexicography was deployed in the service of social revolution and mass 
enlightenment. And for a brief period, these vernacular developments 

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Word Wars96

enjoyed the upper hand vis-a-vis the returned colonial philologists, 
which, as I  show, struggled to keep up with these innovations, and in 
their own postwar lexicography, struggled against them.  

    Occupational Hazards 

 Late at night, on 7 December 1941, a group of Indian soldiers stood 
gazing out to sea from the balmy beaches of Kota Bahru in northeast-
ern Malaya, and thought they saw three large shadows on the horizon. 
Blinking owlishly into the darkness, dread rising in their throats, the 
guards might have just been able to make out smaller shadows dot-
ted around the larger ones: the furtive movements of Japanese soldiers 
unloading themselves from the three transport carriers into the small 
crafts that would bear them to shore. It was not a calm night. The seas 
were rough. Heavy tropical winds whipped the waves white and black, 
swallowed several of the smaller boats, claimed a handful of soldiers 
for the deep. But the invasion, for that is what it was, proceeded apace. 
Less than two hours later, at 12.45  A.M . on 8 December 1941, the fi rst 
phalanx of boats made landfall. They beached into the sand, and the 
Japanese troops they held, illuminated in the white searchlights by a hast-
ily assembled brigade of Indian sepoys, emerged into a rain of fi re. 

 The British Dogra units were severely outnumbered. That night, in 
all, around 5,200 soldiers from the eighteenth division of the Imperial 
Japanese Army crawled out of the sea and onto the shores of British 
Malaya. Despite a valiant resistance, by morning it had become clear that 
the invasion had succeeded. What followed, as we know, was an astonish-
ingly swift, systematic engulfment of the peninsula. Strongholds and cit-
ies seemed to melt away, like butter set before a radiator. A week after the 
landings, Kedah was taken; four days later, Penang; a week later, Ipoh. 
Working right through the start of the new year, the Japanese reached the 
capital city, Kuala Lumpur, on 11 January 1942. By the end of January, 
the different prongs of the Japanese onslaught moving down the east 
and west coasts had begun to converge in Johor, the largest, southern-
most state in the peninsula, and the gateway to the jewel in the crown of 
Britain’s far eastern empire. Singapore ‘fell’ – and Syonan was born – on 
15 February 1942. 

 It would not be too much of an exaggeration to say that the Japanese 
occupation permanently transformed Malaya and its residents, and 
helped, in hindsight, to wreak irrevocable damage on the idea of empire. 
The myth of white invulnerability shattered permanently with the birth 
of Syonan. The tyranny and turbulence which accompanied the postwar 
reassertion of imperialism in Asia is testament to extent to which offi cials 
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in European metropoles fundamentally misunderstood the effect that 
the occupation had on Southeast Asians, as well as on their own men 
on the ground.  1   Both the British and Dutch were brought to their knees 
in India, Burma, and Indonesia within the fi rst fi ve years of reoccupa-
tion; the French in Vietnam not long afterward. In other places in the 
empire where British rule soldiered on, for example in Malaya, as well 
as in Africa, the surface continuation of liberal politics masked profound 
undercurrents of violence, even civil war. The nationalist leaders who 
would emerge to liberate the new nations of the postwar era were nur-
tured in a transnational fraternity of shared suffering and exploitation by 
fascist imperialism – which, in the decade of the 1940s, was perceived by 
many Asians to have both Japanese and European faces. After the war, 
many previously disempowered groups in society now felt at liberty to 
take political initiative; returning colonial offi cials came face to face with 
the radical boldness of a new nationalist elite. The widespread, grassroots 
support which Asian leaders like Subhas Chandra Bose, Aung San, Ho 
Chi Minh, and Chin Peng received was a measure of how deeply the 
colonial landscape had changed for Europeans returning to restore their 
claims to eastern and southern Asia. 

 The mass politicization of Malayans and Indonesians under the 
Japanese was to an extent intentional, since the Japanese deliberately 
sought to co-opt a larger percentage of the population into political and 
military activity than the Dutch and British ever tolerated. After all, the 
Japanese had marched into Asia with the noisy rhetoric of liberation and 
promises of independence for Asians oppressed under European rule, 
and yet at the same time, rice, labour, and volunteers needed to be req-
uisitioned for the Japanese war effort with as little delay as possible.  2   
They needed to govern, persuade, and coerce, quickly, and they needed 
local help to do so. The Japanese were thus far more dependent on 
structural continuities of the defeated British administration than their 
rhetoric would suggest. Out of necessity, they co-opted local proxies in 
order to reach as quickly and deeply as possible into a society they did 
not know well. These new vertical structures of community rule literally 
empowered a whole strata of society that had never before taken posi-
tions of political power. Malays were corralled into District Offi cer posts 
formerly held by British and Dutch offi cers – often promoted from the 
lower assistant-level positions that had represented career ceilings for 

     1     Christopher Bayly and T. N. Harper,  Forgotten Wars: The End of Britain’s Asian Empire  
(London: Allen Lane, 2007).  

     2     Cheah Boon Kheng,  Red Star Over Malaya:  Resistance and Social Confl ict During and 
After the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1941–46 , 3rd ed. (Singapore:  NUS Press, 
2003), 27–33.  
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non-European civil servants before the occupation. Similarly, Malay and 
Indonesian newspapers were re-established – albeit under new leadership 
and subjected to strict censorship controls – and in a bid to ‘Asianize’ the 
staff, local journalists were elevated to positions of responsibility within 
the presses that had previously been the sole purview of Europeans. With 
their bureaucratic training from the British and new practical sanction 
from the Japanese, these elites shared experiences that they would argu-
ably never have been permitted to have under the tutelage of their for-
mer colonizers. And the new offi ces of journalism offered fertile training 
ground for an entire generation of postwar journalists who would come 
to possess a degree of self-confi dence and national consciousness never 
attained in the past. 

 Of course, political participation among the local elite began well 
before the Japanese occupation. It was the scale and degree of politiciza-
tion that made the period truly revolutionary. The Japanese sought to 
transform Malayan society wholesale, saturating it with a very different 
political vision of a pan-Asian order, and fostering a specifi cally Asian 
form of nationalism characterized by a spirit ( seishin ) of pride, disci-
pline, and obedience. The British had not run a totalitarian state; con-
versely, the Japanese explicitly sought total subordination to the racially 
superior Japanese race. Their view of governance was all-encompassing. 
They sought to instill discipline and rigidity into the lives of their sub-
jects, to shape bodies and minds, to reconstitute them in the image of 
the ideal Japanese subject. “ ‘The minds of future generations of citizens 
of Malai,’ [a policy document] said, ‘[can be] trained from the start to 
follow the lines of Shin Chitsujo (New Order), and discard Western ideas 
and habits.’ ”  3   Perhaps the starkest change from the British administra-
tion, then, was the military character of the Japanese regime, intended to 
recruit every citizen into service of the empire. Every day at 8  A.M.  Tokyo 
time, students and staff in schools would congregate, standing stiffl y and 
facing East in the direction of Tokyo and the Imperial Palace, bowing 
deeply as a mark of reverence to an alien Emperor. Volunteer units such 
as the Heiho, Giyugun, and Giyutai, designed to train recruits for com-
bat and to relieve Japanese forces when needed, corralled more civilians 
into military and police service than ever before. An auxiliary police force 
created in 1942, the Jikeidan, employed men between 18–45 in good 
health and displaying ‘suitable thinking’ ( fi kiran sempurna ) to serve as a 
voluntary neighbourhood watch. These men acted as enforcers within 
their own communities, maintaining tabs on the local populace, handling 

     3     Paul Kratoska,  The Japanese Occupation of Malaya:  A  Social and Economic History  
(Honolulu: UH Press, 1997), 123.  
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emergencies, and criminal activities, and reporting suspicious persons 
who were not known in the area. It has been estimated that Jikeidan 
forces could number up to 25–30% of the total village population. 

 The occupation was psychologically transformative for other reasons. 
Those who lived through those years almost invariably recall the furtive, 
paranoid quality of daily life under the Japanese.  4   It was a time of intense 
eavesdropping. The Tokko, or Tokoka, the Japanese ‘thought police’, were 
set up as a department of every district police station, and listened obses-
sively for anti-Japanese and communist activities. It employed an extensive 
network of detectives ( keiji ) and informers ( mitaya ), who roamed around 
listening intently in all the nooks and crannies of Malayan society – spying 
on their neighbours, informing on a panoply of vaguely defi ned ‘crimes’. 
A careless anti-Japanese or sarcastic remark, a complaint about the high 
cost of living, a clandestine deal struck in foreign currency, a furtive asso-
ciation with the Communist ‘hill rats’, or failure to demonstrate suffi cient 
enthusiasm for the war effort: these warranted severe reprisals. Listening 
to secret radio broadcasts of the BBC or to Chinese radio networks was a 
crime for which the  Kempeitai  meted out the most brutal punishments.  5   
‘The oppressive and malevolent shroud of suspicion laid over every aspect 
of life as the Tokoka and its agents watched, listened, and took notes. 
Often the locals who made up the Tokoka were even more zealous than 
their Japanese employers.’  6   In this atmosphere of unremitting vigilance, 
neighbours, friends, and stepdaughters reported or invented informa-
tion; more often than not, vindictiveness, not truth, incriminated citizens. 
‘Gone was mutual trust and confi dence. We had learned to smile without 
sincerity.’  7   Sybil Kathigasu recalls:

  Informers haunted all crowded places – cafes, hotels, places of amusement – so 
that one never felt safe. The blow might come any moment, from an unseen hand 
and an unknown person. Friends had betrayed friends, sons and daughters had 
betrayed parents . . . One learned never to trust anyone.  8     

 Psychological violence was accompanied, of course, by physical vio-
lence. The Japanese also unintentionally politicized their subjects, in 

     4     See especially Brenda Yeoh and Kamalini Ramdas, ‘Remembering Darkness: Spectacle, 
Surveillance and the Spaces of Everyday Life in Syonan-to,’ in  War and Memory in Malaysia 
and Singapore , eds. Patricia Pui Huen Lim and Diana Wong (Singapore: ISEAS, 2000).  

     5     Kratoska,  Japanese Occupation of Malaya , 115–16.  
     6     Ban Kah Choon and Yap Hong Kuan,  Rehearsal for War: Resistance and the Underground 

War Against the Japanese and the Kempeitai, 1942–1945  (Singapore:  Horizon Books, 
2002), 107.  

     7     N. I. Low and H. M. Cheng,  This Singapore: Our City of Dreadful Night  (Singapore: City 
Book Store, 1948), 48–51.  

     8     Sybil Kathigasu,  No Dram of Mercy , 2nd ed. (Singapore: OUP, 1983), 53.  
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large part by subjecting them to the most oppressive and devastating 
colonial regime they had ever experienced. The sheer barbarity of the 
occupation period propelled politics out of its lofty governmental cham-
bers, where it had resided as the preserve of distant white elites, and per-
meated the private lives of Asians. To some extent the degree of violence 
one experienced in the occupation varied depending on one’s social sta-
tus and especially ethnic-group membership. Japanese rule was starkly 
racial in design. Malay populations were either favoured for ascension 
into the civil service or appeased with due attention to Muslim religious 
freedoms; Chinese populations were broadly targeted for censure, dis-
criminatory policies, and, traumatically, systematic extermination. In 
the wake of the so-called   sook ching   campaign (‘purifi cation by elimi-
nation’), estimated to have claimed between 6,000 to 40,000 Chinese 
lives, hundreds of Chinese youth fl ed into the jungle and swelled the 
ranks of the communist-led resistance movement, the Malayan People’s 
Anti-Japanese Army, whose activities would have profound effects on the 
postwar shape of Malaya’s political landscape.  9   

 Yet the experience of violence and deprivation also transcended race. 
Oral histories and autobiographies are thick with recollections of the 
most visual atrocities:  the public decapitations; the heads on spikes 
that lined public roads and bridges; the insults, slaps, kicks, arbitrary 
detention, and torture that accompanied Japanese rule.  10   Mothers and 
daughters of all races lived in fear of sexual violence, catalogued in grue-
some detail in, particularly, postwar Chinese writing and fi ction. In his 
‘Autobiography of a Spy’ ( Yi ge jiandie de zixu ) Liu Leng seemed to speak 
for all women, not only Chinese women, when he bitterly described the 
Japanese army as ‘a kind of animal…Even old women were unable to 
escape from them . . . The Japanese would strip the female prisoners, 
stroke their bodies, and burn their nipples with their cigarettes before 
gang-raping them.’  11   Traders, labourers, and fi shermen suffered soaring 
prices, endemic scarcity, and constant fear for the survival of their homes 
and families; widespread unemployment forced many to sell their per-
sonal belongings on a merciless black market to acquire even the most 
basic foodstuffs. Food rations dwindled inexorably: the rice ration plum-
meted from 20 katis per person month in 1942, to 8 katis for men, 6 for 
women and 4 for children per month, respectively, by 1945. ‘That was 
the time when everybody was hungry, every now and then hungry, every 

     9     On the  sook ching , see Cheah Boon Kheng,  Red Star Over Malaya , 22–24.  
     10     On these recollections, see Yeoh and Ramdas, ‘Remembering Darkness,’ 165–66.  
     11     Liu Leng, ‘Yige jiandie de zixu’ in Fang Xiu, ed.  Mahua wenxue zuopin xuan  

(KL: Malaixiya huaxiao dongshi lianhehui zonghui, 1991), 54–63.  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Lexicographers 101

minute of the day . . . nothing but wanting to eat,’ one woman recalled.  12   
And, particularly in the early months of the occupation, tattered British 
and Australian POWs drifted about the towns under the supervision of 
Japanese offi cers, performing menial labour, withering daily into skel-
etons. They must have been powerful symbols indeed: ghosts from a van-
ished age of European superiority, erstwhile giants, their clay feet now on 
show for all the colonized world to see. 

 These transformations ran deep – deeper than the brevity of the occu-
pation period might suggest, and certainly deeper than the apparent 
smoothness of the British restoration. Daily life changed so drastically 
and deeply from one regime to the next that it was impossible for those 
who lived through it to underestimate the meaning of political change and 
how deeply it could affect private lives. The Japanese essentially indoctri-
nated, trained, armed, and angered a whole generation of citizens all the 
way down to the village level. Thus, while on the surface British colonial 
rule appeared to simply reassert itself after a temporary abeyance, what 
they returned to rule over had changed fundamentally. It is no coinci-
dence that the three years between the British Military Administration 
(BMA) and the declaration of the anti-communist Malayan Emergency 
in 1948 saw an effl orescence of anti-colonial politics in the peninsula, 
and a period of unprecedented upheaval throughout colonized Asia. 

 Any returning administration would have struggled to bring postwar 
Malaya to order after the Japanese occupation, even one not faced with 
the fact of a rival power in the form of the postwar Malayan People’s 
Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). It had been the British who fl ed Malaya, 
and the communists who stayed behind. In the eyes of the war-weary 
Malayan population, the communists were ‘the Invisible Army which 
held in check the oppressors of the people’: a guerrilla army which had 
fought sincerely against the Japanese on behalf of the people.  13   The 
communists had enjoyed the advantage of a three-week power vacuum 
between the Japanese and the British, and had used it to good effect. 
The returning British found them formidably organized, armed, and 
alarmingly governmental; at the end of the year, the new postwar BMA 
conceded that in the absence of the British, ‘the guerrillas performed a 
very useful service . . . but it must be said that the authority temporarily 
conferred upon them tended to be regarded by their leaders as confer-
ring on them a political responsibility rivalling that of the British Military 

     12     Wong Hong Suen,  Wartime Kitchen:  Food and Eating in Singapore, 1942–1950  
(Singapore: Editions Didier Millet, 2009), 10.  

     13     See description in Chin Kee Onn,  Malaya Upside Down  (Singapore:  Jitts & Co, 
1946), 118.  
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Administration in governing the country’.  14   It was, in large part, the com-
munists who oriented postwar politics in the direction of anti-colonial 
democracy. The Commuist Party of Malaya’s (CPM’s) eight principles, 
fi rst announced in September 1945 included calls for representative gov-
ernment; freedom of speech, assembly, and association; the control of 
prices of essential goods; and the creation of a national army. Indeed 
Lai Teck, then the leader of the CPM, had already outlined a vision 
for the new Malayan nation that circulated in late August 1945, well 
ahead of the ill-fated British plans for a postwar Malayan Union.  15   The 
political challenges posed by the communists, the postwar turmoil, along 
with the near-impossible challenge of reconstructing a mutilated coun-
try – addressing rampant food scarcity, tainted water supplies, medical 
emergencies, a worthless currency, and the aftermath of deep collective 
trauma – all but ensured that the postwar administration would become 
a target for almost universal ire. 

 Yet the BMA won ire as much through its own actions as through its 
lot of circumstances. The BMA was headquartered in Singapore under 
the command of Lord Mountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander of 
Southeast Asia Command (SEAC). It was designed to be a temporary 
structure for re-establishing British hegemony in Malaya, and to create 
the framework for a new colonial state apparatus. Reconstruction of 
the country began immediately:  hungry for manual and white-collar 
labour alike, the BMA became the country’s largest employer almost 
overnight. And yet, the administration did surprisingly little to endear 
the population to its efforts to rebuild the country. The BMA returned 
to Malaya with astonishing insensitivity; more discerning colonial offi -
cers such as Col. H. T. Pagden, who had spent time with the commu-
nists as part of Force 136, complained that the returning British military 
‘behaved as if they were in conquered enemy territory’.  16   The prewar 
colour bar, which had already galled so many, was resolutely reinstalled. 
British offi cials appeared to expect prewar levels of ‘servility’ from their 
subordinates, which, to a population still raw from the arbitrary arro-
gances of their Japanese colonizers, must have been so much salt in 
fresh wounds. Nearly all of the BMA’s Asian employees were paid at 
prewar wage levels, whereas British civil servants received much higher 

     14     BMA Report for December 1945, cited in Daud Latiff, ‘The British Military 
Administration, September 1945 to April 1946,’ in  Malaya: The Making of a Neo-Colony , 
eds. Mohamed Amin, and Malcolm Caldwell (Nottingham:  Spokesman Books, 
1977), 127.  

     15     Bayly and Harper,  Forgotten Wars , 37–38. See also Albert Lau,  The Malayan Union 
Controversy, 1942–1948  (Singapore: OUP, 1991).  

     16     Bayly and Harper,  Forgotten Wars , 110.  
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infl ation-adjusted wages. The Back-Pay Movement (1945–47) arose as 
a result of this behaviour, and it is not surprising that this should be 
the fi rst postwar political issue which caused overt ill-will between the 
locally recruited and the returned expatriate communities.  17   The BMA 
also became known as the ‘Black Market Administration’, for many of 
its European and Asian employees were unable to resist the opportuni-
ties presented by being gatekeepers of the postwar infl ux of supplies and 
goods. Corruption was rampant, and by and large the administration 
was unable to keep it in check. Prices soared while wages remained 
depressed:  a recipe, as some in the administration pointed out, for 
inevitable labour unrest.  18   In fact, to boost fl agging revenues, the BMA 
reintroduced opium trading in Malaya, thus becoming in effect the 
country’s largest drug lord. 

 These unfortunate attitudes marred – or made insincere – the ‘hon-
ourable intentions’ of the British return to Malaya.  19   For all its cor-
ruption and malpractices, the design for postwar British Malaya was a 
broadly liberal one. The BMA relaxed restrictions on freedom of speech, 
assembly, and association. One might even call this a period of colo-
nial democracy: the British were actively in search of new constitutional 
arrangements for the colony, in hopes of nurturing a ‘responsible public 
opinion’ and a popular will in which they could trust. Edward Gent, the 
fi rst Governor of the post-BMA Malayan Union, became the fi rst colo-
nial administrator to openly discuss the possibilities of better, constitu-
tional forms for the future government of Malaya. Colonial rule would 
henceforth be more direct and effi cient, consolidating the complicated 
and piecemeal administrative structure under which the colony had been 
governed before the war. Citizenship was to be far more inclusive than 
it had previously been, and self-governance under the larger aegis of a 
British commonwealth was, for the fi rst time, on the table for both colo-
nial and public consideration.  20   

 But the popular will for which these honourable intentions created 
space did not always conform to the wishes of the colonial regime. The 
BMA’s attempts to introduce reforms – above all the Malayan Union 
debacle – were met with opposition and resistance from all sides. The 
BMA alienated subjects politically, while also failing to suffi ciently 

     17     Yeo Kim Wah, ‘The Anti-Federation Movement in Malaya, 1946–48,’  JSEAS  4, no. 1 
(1973), 73.  

     18     Victor Purcell, ‘Malaya’s Political Climate VI (Period: 21 Dec 1945 – 7 January 1946)’, 
cited in Daud Latiff, ‘British Military Administration,’ 124.  

     19     Paul Kratoska, ed.  Honourable Intentions: Talks on the British Empire in South-East Asia 
Delivered At the Royal Colonial Institute, 1874–1928  (Oxford: OUP, 1983).  

     20     Lau,  The Malayan Union Controversy, 1942–1948 .  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Word Wars104

ameliorate postwar conditions.  21   The result was an upsurge of labour 
militancy, demonstrations, mass populism, and an invigorated political 
press. In response to these new pressures, the BMA began to produce 
periodical summaries of the vernacular press  – daily circulars which 
scrutinized and translated the opinions being aired in the newly invigo-
rated newspaper scene  – as well as the intelligence summaries, which 
kept a nervous eye on the development of postwar political parties. It was 
in this context that the British encountered the new, vigorous languages 
of postwar politics that form the subject of this chapter. 

 In his memoirs, one man spoke for numerous political men and women 
of his generation when he said:

  The three and a half years of Japanese occupation were the most important of my 
life. They gave me vivid insights into the behaviour of human beings and human 
societies, their motivations and impulses. My appreciation of governments, my 
understanding of power as the vehicle for revolutionary change, would not have 
been gained without this experience. I saw a whole social system crumble sud-
denly before an occupying army…  22     

 This man was Lee Kuan Yew, who would become the fi rst prime min-
ister of independent Singapore. 

 The vigorous anti-colonial orientation of a newly politicized popula-
tion thus coincided with a newly returned administration scrambling to 
get a purchase on a profoundly different postwar world. What implica-
tions did this new climate have on the language capacities of the return-
ing colonial state? And what was its effect on the languages of Malayan 
politics?  

    Language Liberators? 

 It is an irony much commented upon that, as the Japanese pedalled 
furiously down the peninsula toward the gleaming Syonan, Light of the 
South, they spoke to locals of liberation and freedom from the British – 
only to deliver new kinds of oppression under an essentially imperialist 
set of ambitions for Asia.  23   Yet there is one respect in which the Japanese 
can be said to be liberators: they helped to liberate the Malay language. 
Out of sight and earshot of the kind of British tutelage described in 

     21     For the effects of the Malayan Union episode on Malay political thought, see Donna 
Amoroso,  Traditionalism and the Ascendancy of the Malay Ruling Class in Malaya  
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2014), 135–66.  

     22     Lee Kuan Yew,  The Singapore Story:  Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew  (Singapore:  Simon & 
Schuster, 1998), 74.  

     23     On the ironies and ‘insidious doubleness’ of this period of Malayan history see Ban Kah 
Choon, and Yap Hong Kuan,  Rehearsal for War , xvi.  
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 Chapter 2 , and enriched by shared linguistic developments across the 
waters in Indonesia, the Malay language was politicized almost beyond 
recognition. The Japanese occupation witnessed profound and lasting 
transformations of the Malay lexicon, primarily because of the ways in 
which the Japanese administration either deliberately or inadvertently 
promoted the Malay language. 

 At the very start of the occupation, riding on the heady wave of vic-
tory and grand visions for the new Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity 
Sphere, the Japanese made their mark felt almost immediately. After all, 
British Malaya was Japan’s fi rst conquest of enemy territory in the South 
Seas, and they were keen to make the administration of it a model for 
the rest of their southeastern empire. Much of their early hardline atti-
tude has been attributed to the convictions and philosophy of Colonel 
Watanabe Wataru. Under this so-called ‘architect of the Malayan military 
administration’, both English and Dutch were banned in the name of 
anti-imperial Asian solidarity, and were to be replaced as soon as possi-
ble with Japanese. In Indonesia, the rejection of Dutch was severe and 
immediate: ‘white skin and the Dutch language became hallmarks of the 
pariah’.  24   The Dutch press was banned almost immediately, in March 
1942, and over the course of the next several months, the names of civil 
service posts were changed into Indonesian, decrees were issued stating 
that no postal material in Dutch or English would be handled, and a ban 
was even enacted on speaking Dutch or English in the privacy of one’s 
own home, though it is not clear that this was policed well. Indonesian 
schools were opened, but schoolbooks were to be ‘cleansed’ of Dutch 
words and proper names entirely, by teachers and students themselves – 
something which must have provided a psychological boost toward the 
rejection of textual and print authority. In Malaya, attempts were made 
to remove road, traffi c, and public signs written in English by the end 
of 1942, English store names and advertisements by March 1943, and 
English in offi cial documents and letters by June 1943.  25   Yet despite their 
intentions, the Japanese were unable to avoid using English. Without 
a trace of irony, the fi rst offi cial editorial in the new Syonan Times to 
declare this policy of propagating Nippon-go as the lingua franca of 
Malaya, Syonan, and Sumatra was written in English.  26   Reality did not 
take long to set in, and Yoji Akashi has shown that there were factions 

     24     Ab Massier,  The Voice of the Law in Transition:  Indonesian Jurists and Their Languages, 
1915–2000 , vol. 235 (Leiden: BRILL, 2008), 159.  

     25     Yoji Akashi, ‘Japanese Cultural Policy in Malaya and Singapore, 1942–45,’ in  Japanese 
Cultural Policies in Southeast Asia During World War II , ed. Grant Kohn Goodman 
(London: Macmillan, 1991), 159n63.  

     26     Syonan Times, 28 February 1942, quoted in  Ibid ., 119.  
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within the MMA who resisted Watanabe’s policy from the start and con-
sidered the decision to abolish English to be spectacularly naive.  27   

 On the whole, in Malaya, it was the Chinese populations and their 
languages which absorbed the brunt of Japanese hostility, and continued 
to be heavily proscribed for somewhat longer. Chinese schools were pre-
vented from opening, remittances to China were suspended, and many 
Chinese educational textbooks apart from dictionaries and geography 
textbooks were burned.  28   This hardline attitude eased off somewhat as 
the months passed. In October 1942 Watanabe issued a directive allow-
ing for certain private Chinese schools to be opened subject to govern-
ment approval, and for Chinese to be taught as a secondary language. 
But in practice very few Chinese schools were given approval. The new 
education policy in March 1944 re-established a hardline, and the few 
schools in operation were forced to shut down.  29   

 The Nippon-go language was intended to fi ll the linguistic space 
opened up by the vacation of the former European languages. Existing 
English and Dutch schools were re-opened as Japanese schools; language 
training schools for adults, the  Syonan Nippon Gakuen , were established; 
language lessons proliferated on the radio and in the Japanese-run press. 
Japanese was vigorously promoted as the only weapon that could ‘sweep 
away the language of the enemy’.  30   A ‘Nippon-go week’ was established, 
blaring a program of elocution contests, essay-writing, essay competi-
tions, and sloganeering throughout the week, fi lling the newspapers 
with exhortations to the public to regard the knowledge of Japanese as a 
‘hallmark of loyalty’.  31   But despite the strenuous promotion of Japanese 
as the lingua franca of the new Asian order, Indonesian and peninsular 
Malay supplanted the ousted colonial languages in the daily dealings 
with bureaucracy and the press, largely owing to diffi culties in securing 
Japanese teachers, interpreters, and linguistically capable staff. 

 Thus, into this linguistic and cultural vacuum, Malay was transported 
and given space to expand. The Japanese had not exactly meant to enrich 
the Malay political lexicon. They had an interest in making Malay a via-
ble language of administration and, to that end, applied themselves to 
the task of creating technical vocabularies. In October 1942, Japanese 

     27     Yoji Akashi, ‘Colonel Watanabe Wataru:  The Architect of the Malayan Military 
Administration, December 1941–March 1943,’ in  New Perspectives on the Japanese 
Occupation in Malaya and Singapore, 1941–1945 , ed. Yoji Akashi (Singapore:  NUS 
Press, 2008).  

     28      Ibid .  
     29     Yoji Akashi, ‘Education and Indoctrination Policy in Malaya and Singapore Under 

Japanese Rule, 1942–45,’  Malaysian Journal of Education  13, no. 1/2 (1976).  
     30     Kratoska,  Japanese Occupation of Malaya , 128.  
     31     Akashi, ‘Japanese Cultural Policy in Malaya and Singapore, 1942–45,’ 133–34.  
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authorities appointed a  Komisi Bahasa Indonesia  (Indonesian Language 
Commission) based in Jakarta, on Java.  32   This was followed several 
months later, in January 1943, by a  Lembaga Bahasa Indonesia  (Institute 
for the Indonesian Language), based in Medan, Sumatra.  33   Both were 
charged with the task of creating a body of specialized and techni-
cal terminology ( istilah ) for which there were presently no Indonesian 
equivalents. These institutes would also determine standard grammar, 
and make recommendations for everyday language usage.  34   The member 
list of these institutions reads like a ‘Who’s who’ of Indonesian politics 
and literature:  Sukarno (1901–1970), Sutan Sjahrir (1909–1966) and 
Muhammad Hatta (1902–1980), who would spearhead Indonesia’s post-
war declaration of independence; Armijn Pane (1908–1970) and Sanusi 
Pane (1905–1968), two brothers and prominent Indonesian writers and 
dramatists; and of course Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana (1908–1994), a key 
fi gure in the prewar Indonesian modernist literary journal,  Pujangga 
Baru .  35   Also involved in the activities of the  Komisi  were other prominent 
members of the educated elite: Raden Suwandi (1899–1964), former law 
school professor, and Sutomo Tjokronegoro (1907–1969), former pro-
fessor at the Batavia Medical School.  36   The Medan Lembaga was headed 
up by Adinegoro (1904–1967), a doyen of the prewar press and editor 
of the infl uential  Pewarta Deli , who produced the  Kamoes Kemadjoean  
in 1928, and served during the Japanese occupation as the editor of the 
 Sumatra Shimbun .  37   By the end of the war, the  Komisi  had coined or clari-
fi ed over 7,000 technical terms. 

 In reality, though, little was done to actively assist the work of either 
the Komisi or the Lembaga, whose missions suffered from persistent 

     32     Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana,  Kamoes Istilah  (Djakarta: Poestaka Rakjat, 1945).  
     33     Adinegoro,  Kamoes Istilah Bahasa Indonesia: Disoesoen Menoeroet Kepoetoesan Lembaga 

Bahasa Indonesia Di Medan Dan Djakarta  (Medan:  Lembaga Bahasa Indonesia, 
1946), 3.  

     34     A. Teeuw,  A Critical Survey of Studies on Malay and Bahasa Indonesia  
(‘S-Gravenhage:  Martinus Nijhoff, 1961), 70–71. See also Adinegoro,  Kamoes 
Istilah . Almost certainly, a far fewer number of these coined terms actually made it 
into usage. On the Komisi Bahasa, see Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana,  Language Planning 
for Modernization:  The Case of Indonesian and Malaysian  (The Hague:  Mouton, 
1976), 69–71.  

     35     On the centrality of  Pujangga Baru  to Indonesian literary life in the interwar years, 
see Keith Foulcher,  Pujangga Baru: Literature and Nationalism in Indonesia, 1933–1942  
(Bedford Park, Australia: Flinders University of South Australia, 1980).  

     36     Rudolf Mrázek,  Sjahrir: Politics and Exile in Indonesia  (Ithaca, NY: SEAP Publications, 
1994), 245.  

     37     See Adinegoro,  Kamoes Kemadjoean (Modern Zakwoordenboek)  (Gonde: G. B. Van Goor 
Zonen, 1928). For a brief treatment of the Medan branch, as well as background on 
Adinegoro, see Anthony Reid,  The Blood of the People: Revolution and the End of Traditional 
Rule in Northern Sumatra  (KL: OUP, 1979), 115–116, 79n68.  
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Japanese paranoia. Undoubtedly, given their own philosophy of conquest 
and their belief in the importance of cultural indoctrination, the Japanese 
were keenly aware of the nationalistic potential of language, and insisted 
throughout the entire period of occupation on calling the language 
‘Malay’ rather than ‘Indonesian’. And indeed, as time went on, Takdir 
Alisjahbana recalled, ‘the language offi ce became a small center of literary, 
cultural, and political activities, secretly opposing the Japanese efforts to 
create a new literary and artistic atmosphere guided and directed at sup-
porting their war purposes.’  38   In late 1944, Alisjahbana took three weeks 
off work at the  Komisi  to compose a Democratic Manifesto, working 
with  Komisi  compadre Subadio to outline their thoughts on what a new 
Indonesian state might look like, and on the principles of independence 
struggle. Only six copies were circulated, but it was discovered by the 
Japanese a few days later and thought to be so dangerous as to warrant a 
strict reaction. Takdir and several offi ce staff were promptly arrested by 
the Kempeitai, and the  Komisi  was abolished not long afterward.  39   

 But other actions taken by the Japanese continued to help inadver-
tently develop the language. One of these was their attitude to Malay 
newspapers. During the occupation in Malaya, Chinese and English 
newspapers were proscribed, and the main Malay periodicals and news-
papers which were allowed to run  –  Semangat Asia ,  Fajar Asia ,  Berita 
Malai ,  Syonan Shimbun  and others  – remained tightly controlled and 
censored by Japanese authorities. In Indonesia, the Jakarta-based  Asia 
Raya  served as the principal mouthpiece for Japanese propaganda. Yet 
in being permitted to run at all, they also provided outlets for new lan-
guages of Malay journalism, overtly anti-colonial and patriotic political 
views, and provided spaces for young local journalists to gain crucial 
writing experience. It was through these ‘liberated’ press outlets under 
the Japanese that new and aspiring Malay writers were nurtured, and 
where new ideas about literature and its role in society began to germi-
nate. Because of the way the Japanese chose to administer Sumatra and 
the Malay peninsula as a single economic and political unit, Indonesians 
and Malay journalists, politicians, activists, and literatures were able to 
fl ow across the Straits of Malacca on a scale and with an ease they had 
not previously been able to under the divided auspices of the Dutch and 
the British. This porousness created a more overtly common sphere of 
intellectual exchange:  a conduit between the more radical Indonesian 

     38     Alisjahbana,  Language Planning for Modernization , 71.  
     39     John David Legge,  Intellectuals and Nationalism in Indonesia:  A  Study of the Following 

Recruited by Sutan Sjahrir in Occupied Jakarta  (Ithaca: SEAP, 1988), 48; Mrázek,  Sjahrir , 
245–47.  
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thinkers and their peninsula brethren. It was in the offi ces of the  Berita 
Malai , for example, rubbing shoulders with Indonesian journalists from 
Sumatra, where the Malay writer Abdul Samad Ismail (1924–2008) 
recalled that ‘for the fi rst time, I heard political words like  kelas ,  kaum 
proletar ,  burjuis ,  kapitalis ,  fascism  and more.’  40   This new awareness of 
language combined potently with the encounter of Malay writers and 
journalists with Japanese language policies. The act of eliminating whole 
languages from offi cial use  – English, Dutch  – ironically cemented in 
the minds of this new literati the importance of language as a tool for 
national independence. 

 Radio broadcasting and propaganda, too, inadvertently enriched the 
lexicon. The Japanese had been quick to harness the airwaves; they estab-
lished a Malay-language radio network within days of their invasion, 
methodically occupied every major radio tower they came across in their 
advance down the peninsula, and resumed full broadcasting services a 
little over a month after the fall of Singapore.  41   In the offi ces of the new 
Japanese-run broadcasting departments, local news consisted of inter-
national bulletins and broadcast items, monitored, curated, compiled, 
and translated from shortwave transmissions, to be refashioned and 
respun into ‘news’ of endless Japanese successes overseas. Translations 
into Malay – more accurately ‘improvisations’ – of foreign terms of war 
and politics were undertaken every day by contingents of local report-
ers.  42   Malay in Indonesia also received a similar boost from the large 
investment into propaganda of auditory and visual nature. New literature 
was produced; multilingual radio programs were established; fi lms pro-
pagandizing the Japanese war effort were produced through collabora-
tion between Japanese and Indonesian fi lm-makers. For all these media, 
Indonesian, not Japanese, was the default language. 

 Some have suggested that this period of ‘forced growth’ which the 
occupation provoked in the Malay language, moving it towards an 
unprecedented autonomy and richness, amounted to nothing less than 
the beginning of the Indonesian Revolution.  43   It opened opportunities 
for lexical innovations to take place in the Malay language itself. Faced 
daily with the urgency of expression in a turbulent society, journalists 
would not wait for the  Komisi  to fi nd words to put in their mouths. They 

     40     A. Samad Ismail,  Memoir A.  Samad Ismail Di Singapura  (Bangi:  Penerbit UKM, 
1993), 207.  

     41     Drew O. McDaniel,  Broadcasting in the Malay World: Radio, Television, and Video in Brunei, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore  (Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1994), 50–52.  

     42     For an oral history account, see Jenny Gan, interview by Low Lay Leng, 11 December 
1984, OHA, SNA, accession number 000513.  

     43     Alisjahbana,  Language Planning for Modernization , 68.  
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became agile, inventing new words, disseminating news, and facilitating 
the reading and listening public’s knowledge of the Indonesian language 
day by day. Why use the Dutch words  panzer  or  tank  when they could use 
perfectly good Indonesian words such as  kereta kebal  (armoured cars), 
instead? What patriot would wish to use  mesin  (machine) over  jentera , 
or  belasting  (tax) over  pajak ? In the endless barrage of anti-Western pro-
paganda, Indonesians learned to harness poetry to the task of slogan-
eering. Propaganda posters – ‘ Inggeris dilinggis, Amerika distrika, Belanda 
diperkuda ’ – milked the delicious singsong qualities of Indonesian verse 
forms.  44   The language of the newspapers grew reckless, dynamic, and 
gleeful, and turned against the Japanese, particularly in the last year of 
the occupation, when it became clear to even the most simple-minded 
readers that no amount of spin could fully gloss over the fact that the 
Allies were closing in on the archipelago. Disenchantment found pop-
ular sardonic expression. Japanese, having failed to exert itself as a new 
lingua franca for the co-prosperity sphere, offered instead opportunities 
for creative irreverence. In daily constitutionals, the Japanese instruction 
to exercise ‘in one place’ or ‘on the spot’ ( sonomama ) became a word 
Indonesians used to speak of a project in which no progress has been 
made:  as one which was ‘in a state of sonomama’.  45   In playgrounds, 
Malayan children still being made to learn Japanese practiced with inad-
vertent irreverence: ‘Nippon-go! Yankee come!’  46   By the end of the occu-
pation, the name of the premier Japanese news agency,  Domei , became 
a synonym for  liar  in daily usage, and  berita Domei  (news by  Domei ), a 
synonym for  fairytale .  47   And of course, when news of the unfolding inter-
national situation in Europe began to leak into Indonesia and Malaya 
through foreign broadcasts, it was this new generation of fl edgling jour-
nalists, their ears already turned to the skies, who were able to turn 
and speak to listeners about the coming storms of victory, defeat, and 
revolution.  48   

 These developments had lasting effects. The wartime generation of 
literary elites, politicians, artists, and intermediaries came to possess a 

     44     ‘The British to be chopped off, the Americans to be fl attened out (with hot irons), the 
Dutch to be made into beasts of burden.’  

     45     As recalled by Khaidir Anwar,  Indonesian:  The Development and Use of a National 
Language  (Yogyakarta: Gadjah Mada University Press, 1980), 40.  

     46     As recalled by Thio Chan Bee,  Extraordinary Adventures of an Ordinary Man  
(London: Grosvenor, 1977), 43.  

     47     Oey Hong-lee,  Indonesian Government and Press During Guided Democracy  (Zug, 
Switzerland: Inter Documentation, 1971).  

     48     For example, Mochtar Lubis, an Indonesian journalist, learned of the Japanese surren-
der only a few days after Hiroshima and Nagasaki because he was monitoring foreign 
broadcasts for the Japanese, and he immediately passed the news on through his con-
tacts into the underground. David Hill,  Journalism and Politics in Indonesia: A Critical 
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creativity and self-confi dence that was arguably unavailable to them, 
or at least severely limited, under European colonialism. The fact that 
Asians worked high level positions in national newspaper offi ces and 
radio broadcasting stations that were previously closed to them gave them 
an outlet for experimenting with media:  crafting new orthographies, 
becoming familiar with the techniques and technologies of print, and, 
above all, improvising with the language itself. Young writers like Samad 
Ismail, S. N. Masuri (1927–2005) and Mochtar Lubis (1922–2004) built 
postwar careers out of their wartime experiences.  49   Meanwhile, vintage 
journalists of an earlier age, such as Abdul Rahim Kajai (1894–1943), 
struggled to come to terms with the strictures of Japanese censorship 
and the demands of propaganda, and with the enormous changes wrack-
ing the language.  50   ‘He did not understand the growing infl uence of 
Indonesian,’ Samad Ismail refl ected later.  51   Perhaps fi ttingly, Kajai never 
lived to see the end of the occupation, and the surviving   wartawan   youth 
took up the baton to become doyens of a new postwar Malay literature. 

 It is unsurprising, then, that the postwar world of print publications 
was so dynamic. In Indonesia, postwar nationalist papers were given rela-
tively free rein under the transitional Allied administration in Indonesia, 
and it is in this period that the contemporary behemoths of Indonesian 
journalism, among them Antara and  Merdeka , were founded.  52   Indeed, 
only months afterward, ANTARA set up its fi rst international bureau 
across the Straits in Singapore, in February 1946, thus strengthen-
ing an important if short-lived connection between Indonesia and the 
peninsula during its heady years of anti-colonial struggle.  53   Indonesia’s 
independence loomed large and radiant in the postwar Malay imagina-
tion, its cultural, political, and social valences inspiring hope and emu-
lation.  54   Perhaps in part due to his Javanese immigrant background, 
A. Samad Ismail harboured such strong sympathies for the Indonesian 

Biography of Mochtar Lubis (1922–2004) as Editor and Author  (London:  Routledge, 
2010), 25.  

     49      Ibid .; Cheah Boon Kheng, ed.  A. Samad Ismail: Journalism and Politics  (KL: Singmal 
Pub. Bureau, 1987).  

     50     Hendrik Maier, ‘The Writings of Abdul Rahim Kajai: Malay Nostalgia in a Crystal,’ 
 JSEAS  41, no. 1 (2010), 71–100.  

     51     A. Samad Ismail,  Memoir , 200.  
     52        David   Hill  ,  The Press in New Order Indonesia  ( Nedlands W.A. :   University of Western 

Australia Press ,  1994 ),  7  .  
     53     On this connection, see    Yong Mun   Cheong  , ‘ Indonesia’s Singapore Connection, 

1945–1948 ,’ in  Greater Indonesia in the Malay World , ed.   Taufi k   Abdullah   
( Jakarta :   Gramedia Pustaka Utama ,  1997  ). See also    Kustiniyati   Mochtar  ,  Memoar 
Pejuang Republik Indonesia Seputar ‘Zaman Singapura’, 1945–1950  ( Jakarta :   Gramedia 
Pustaka Utama ,  1992  ).  

     54        Cheah   Boon   Kheng  , ‘ The Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1941–45: Ibrahim Yaacob 
and the Struggle for Indonesia Raya ,’  Indonesia   28  ( 1979 ),  85 – 120  .  
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independence struggle that he too served as a conduit, smuggling arms 
and food from Singapore to the Indonesian resistance.  55   On the Malay 
peninsula, print establishments, as Malay writer Ismail Hussein recalled, 
sprang up in the aftermath of the war ‘like mushrooms after rain’, stimu-
lating a ‘madness’ for periodicals, magazines, and newspapers on a myr-
iad of topics for young and old alike.  56   More than forty Malay magazines 
and newspapers appeared, predominantly in Singapore, fl ooding the 
postwar literary scene with short stories, as though a great dam of silence 
had been shattered. There was a general renaissance of the Malay and 
Chinese presses, in a bout of political and literary exuberance which has 
been termed a ‘Malayan spring’: so vigorous that indeed its only limita-
tion, at least until 1947 or so, was apparently the availability of paper.  57   
The topic landscape also shifted. Malay writer Keris Mas (1922–1992) 
recalls that most of the short stories and poems published in 1946, 
particularly in  Utusan Zaman  and  Mastika , refl ected the independence 
struggle for Malaya and Indonesia and themes of freedom from oppres-
sion and colonialism, though he also suggests that this impetus began to 
weaken after 1948.  58   Another estimate suggests that between 1947 and 
1949, some 40% of all Malay poetry published in  Mingguan Hiburan , 
 Kencana ,  Mastika , and  Mingguan Malaya  were on the topic of indepen-
dence, and a further 14% were calls for political, economic and social 
revolution.  59   Ahmad Boestamam (1920–1983), the famous Malay fi re-
brand who moved in the radical circles of Indonesian revolutionaries, 
channelled the fi re of the Indonesian Revolution to the peninsula. ‘We 
lashed out,’ Ahmad Boestamam recalled, ‘as though we were without 
skin. When we criticized, we criticized with spectacular force. Words like 
“cruelty”, “undemocratic” and the like became daily playthings in our 
mouths.’  60    

    The Window of the Word 

 The entry of new words into a lexicon is a reasonable indicator of social 
change. Dictionaries are often underappreciated as sociological sources, 
but, as historical linguists have long known, the lexicon is ‘a mirror of our 

     55     Cheah Boon Kheng, ed.  A. Samad Ismail , xvi.  
     56        Ismail   Hussein  , ‘ Pengarang2 Melayu Di Singapura Selepas Perang Dunia II 

(1945–1958) ,’  Bahasa   7  ( 1965 ),  4  .  
     57        T. N.   Harper  ,  The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2001 ),  74  .  
     58        Keris   Mas  ,  Memoir Keris Mas: 30 Tahun Sekitar Sastera  ( KL :  DBP ,  1979 ),  49 – 50  .  
     59        Ali bin Ahmad  ,  Tema Sajak-Sajak Melayu 1933–1969  ( KL :  DBP ,  1974 ),  54  .  
     60        Ahmad   Boestamam  ,  Memoir Ahmad Boestamam:  Merdeka Dengan Darah Dalam API  

( Bangi :  UKM Press ,  2004 ),  8  .  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Lexicographers 113

time’, whose words are ‘lexical witnesses’ which refl ect or disclose social 
change.  61   The dictionary is more than a book about words; it is a book 
about ‘the world viewed through the particular window of the word’.  62   
In the mid-twentieth-century Malay world, a genre of dictionaries arose 
which captured some sense of a world in extreme fl ux: what I identify 
as a genre of  kamus politik . These were books which listed and defi ned 
words that were perceived to be new, diffi cult, but nonetheless ubiqui-
tous in modern times: in other words, ‘political words’ ( kata-kata politik ). 
As such, these dictionaries provide a unique window into a period of 
urgent social change in the Malay world. 

 As dictionaries dedicated specifi cally to the emergence of new political 
words in the public sphere, the  kamus politik  have a ready counterpart 
in the dictionaries of the post-revolutionary years in France: the period 
between the French revolution in 1789 and the end of the Consular 
Republic in 1802 was one of prodigious lexicographic activity, with 
over 150 dictionaries published recording and contesting the newness 
of post-revolutionary French. Some scholarly attention has been paid 
to these reinvigorated vocabularies of the French revolution.  63   In the 
context of the Malay world, however, texts of this sort have been only 
sporadically addressed in philological literature, and usually dismis-
sively:  A.  Teeuw, who undertook an exhaustive bibliographical study 
of Malay and Indonesian dictionaries, mentions them only briefl y, and 
refers somewhat derisively to them as ‘foreign word interpreters’ or 
‘explanatory dictionaries’.  64   Many fail to mention them at all, and none 
since Teeuw have made any attempt to read them as a unique genre, nor 
to take them seriously as indices of deep political change. John Echols, an 
eminent lexicographer of modern Indonesian, observed in his presiden-
tial address to the Association for Asian Studies that ‘from 1945 to 1950 
anyone interested in the lexical aspects of the Indonesian language had 
little more at his disposal than several prewar dictionaries in later reprints 
whose authors had not had adequate opportunity to record the great leap 
forward made by the Indonesian language during the . . . Japanese occu-
pation’.  65   To assert this is to entirely overlook the  kamus politik , so many 
of which were published and republished in precisely those fi ve allegedly 

     61        Henry   Kahane   and   Renée   Kahane  , eds.  The Dictionary as Ideology: Sixteen Case Studies  
( Tü bingen :  Max Niemeyer Verlag ,  1992 ),  20  .  

     62        Phil   Benson  ,  Ethnocentrism and the English Dictionary  ( London :  Routledge ,  2001 ),  4  .  
     63        Pieter   Desmet   et  al., ‘ What Are Words Worth? Language and Ideology in French 

Dictionaries of the Revolutionary Period ,’ in  Ideologies of Language , eds.   John E.   Joseph   
and   Talbot J.   Taylor   ( London :  Routledge ,  1990 ),  164  .  

     64     Teeuw,  Critical Survey , 26.  
     65        John M.   Echols  , ‘ Presidential Address. Dictionaries and Dictionary Making: Malay and 

Indonesian ,’  JAS   38 , no.  1  ( 1978 ),  16  .  
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‘barren years’ of Malay lexicography, and what they reveal about the 
development of postwar Malay political consciousness. 

 Numerous  kamus politik  were published between 1945 and 1950, 
each an enthusiastic contribution to the lexical environment of post-
war politics. Perhaps the earliest of these  kamus politik  was Amir Taat 
Nasution’s  Kamus Kata-Kata Politik , 2,000 copies of which were pub-
lished and printed in Medan, Sumatra, on 26 July 1945 and which, 
according to Nasution, sold out in 50 days. ‘I was fi rst encouraged to 
put together this little kamus,’ Nasution wrote in his introduction, ‘by 
the public hunger for a book of politics, above all one concerned with 
the political terms and phrases uttered every single day in this political 
age of ours’.  66   Dul Arnowo’s  Kamus Marhaen  of 1933 was re-issued in 
1946 with a revolutionary foreword by Ruslan Abdulgani (1914–2005), 
who would later become Indonesia’s ambassador to the United States. 
In the preface to the second edition, Abdulgani reminded readers that 
Dul Arnowo had paid for his fi rst edition with fi fteen months in a Dutch 
prison: ‘an example,’ he wrote, ‘of how narrow the fi eld was for educating 
the people about politics during the colonial era’.  67   A dictionary called 
 Pengertian Politik  (Political Understanding) by Tamar Djaja was pub-
lished in Bukittinggi.  68   In August 1947, the fi rst peninsular Malay  kamus 
politik , Muhammad bin Hanif ’s  Kamus Politik , was published in Penang, 
just across the straits from Medan. The only  kamus politik  to my knowl-
edge which is printed in  jawi  rather than in  rumi , it also sold out, at least 
by the lexicographer’s own account, within a matter of weeks.  69   Hanif ’s 
dictionary defi ed Za’aba’s prewar prediction that no Malay journalists 
wanted to use original English words of politics in their journalistic writ-
ings, for those English words, ‘when presented in  jawi  garb, would be 
hardly recognizable’.  70   Hanif had no qualms about harnessing the Arabic 
script to the new lexicon of politics, and, indeed, he would publish a 
second Arabic-script  kamus politik  in 1955 called  Kamus Akhbar dan 
Radio  ( Dictionary of Newspapers and Radio ), directly acknowledging its 
derivations from the lexicons of English and foreign-language contem-
porary media.  71   There was also Madong Loebis’s  Kamus Kata-Kata Sulit  

     66        Amir   Nasution  ,  Kamus Kata-Kata Politik  ( Medan :  Pustaka Andalas ,  1946  ).  
     67        Dul   Arnowo  ,  Kamus Marhaen: Berisi Pendjelasan Kata2 Jang Sering Dipergunakan Didalam 

Rapat2, Pidato Radio, Surat Khabar, Madjallah Dan Lain-Lain , 5 ed. ( Surabaja :   Toko 
Alwan ,  1952  ).  

     68        Tamar   Djaja  ,  Pengertian Politik: Tata Negara  ( Boekit Tinggi :  Penjiaran ‘Ilmoe ,  1946  ).  
     69        Muhammad bin   Hanif  ,  Kamus Politik  ( Penang :  United Press ,  1947  ).  
     70        Zainal Abidin bin   Ahmad  , ‘ Malay Journalism in Malaya ,’  JMBRAS   19 , no.  2  ( 1941 ), 

 244–50  .  
     71        Muhammad bin   Hanif  ,  Kamus Akhbar Dan Radio  ( Penang :  H. Abdullah B. M. Noordin 

Arrawi ,  1955  ).  
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(1948),  72   A. M. Adinda’s  Kamus Politik  (1950),  73   S. Badhy’s  Kamus Ilmu 
Politik  (1950),  74   and Soepeno’s  Kamus Populer  (1950)  75   – not to mention 
the second, third, and fourth editions of Nasution’s  Kamus Kata-Kata 
Politik , reissued in print runs of 3000 copies each in February and May 
1949. Each print run also sold out within a matter of weeks. 

 I identify several characteristics of the  kamus politik  genre. First, their 
lexicons are limited: they include only words deemed by their lexicog-
rapher to be modern, unfamiliar, and thereby diffi cult – yet at the same 
time, ubiquitous. One of the earliest examples of the genre, the  Kitab 
Vortaro  (1924), describes itself as containing ‘all foreign words which 
have become commonly used ( soeda oemoem di goena ken ) in Malay 
newspapers’.  76   The  Kamus Kata-Kata Sulit  (1948), or the  Dictionary of 
Hard Words , declares on its frontispiece that it is ‘A Convenient Tool for 
Finding the Meanings of Diffi cult and Strange Words Which Are Now 
Commonplace in the New Society’.  77   They are also typically, and often 
explicitly, compiled from contemporary media sources:  newspapers, 
radio broadcasts, printed ephemera and magazines. Both the  Kamus 
Marhaen  (1933) and the  Kamus Populer  (1950), penned by two different 
lexicographers, have exactly the same subtitles, declaring that they con-
tain ‘explanations of phrases often used in meetings, speeches, newspa-
pers, magazines and others’.  78   

 The stated intentions of the  kamus politik  are varied, but they have 
in common a didactic and progressive tone. They are offered most fre-
quently as a touchstone for the baffl ed, and a tool of self-enlightenment 
and progressive thought. The  Kamus Kata-Kata Sulit  explains in its pref-
ace:  ‘Political words…from foreign languages such as Latin, French, 
English, Arabic and others are day by day creeping into the midst of 
our normal words, confounding our thoughts. This book is a cure for 
this confusion ( alat pengobat kebingungan ).’ Others view it as a ‘service’ 
( perkhidmatan ) or even, in more religious terms, an ‘offering’ ( persemba-
han ), oriented to a wide, local readership and dedicated to helping them 

     72        Madong   Lubis  ,  Kamus Kata-Kata Sulit: Alat Tempat Mentjari Arti Kata2 Jang Sulit 2 Dan 
Pelik2 Jang Biasa Tersua Didalam Masjarakat Baru  ( Medan :  Pustaka Andalas ,  1948  ).  

     73        A.   Adinda  ,  Kamus Politik  ( Surabaja :  Ksatrya ,  1950  ).  
     74        S.   Badhy  ,  Kamus Ilmu Politik  ( Bandung :  Ekonomi ,  1950  ).  
     75        Soepeno  ,  Apakah Artinja? Kamus Populer:  Berisi Pendjelasan Kata-Kata Jang Sering 

Dipakai Didalam Rapat-Rapat, Pidato Radio, Surat Kabar, Madjalah Dan Lain-Lain  
( Surabaja :  Ksatrya ,  1950  ).  

     76        Kwik Khing   Djoen  ,  Kitab Vortaro:  Segala Perkatahan-Perkatahan Asing Jang Soeda 
Oemoem Di Goena Ken Di Dalem Soerat-Soerat Kabar Melayoe  ( Batavia :  Sin Po ,  1923  ).  

     77     Lubis,  Kamus Kata-Kata Sulit .  
     78     ‘Berisi pendjelasan kata2 jang sering dipergunakan didalam rapat2, pidato radio, surat 

kabar, madjallah dan lain-lain’. That they have exactly the same title suggests a genealogy 
between the two which is borne out by the many similarities between their defi nitions.  
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to progress towards an inevitably modern age of politics. The well-known 
journalist Adinegoro published his  Kamoes Kemadjoean  ( Dictionary of 
Progress ) in 1928, vaunting lexical innovation as part of a more general 
fervour about the Indonesian language. ‘Whosover wishes to progress,’ 
Adinegoro wrote in his preface, ‘such is a person who lives in accordance 
with the needs of the age ( kemaoean zaman ).  79   

 The vast majority of the words defi ned and laid claim to in the  kamus 
politik  are nouns, and their selection and defi nitions suggest some of the 
highly individualistic fl avour of lexicography at the time. The  Kamus 
Marhaen  has a biting defi nition: ‘Imperialism,’ Dul Arnowo wrote:

  A desire ( nafsu ) to infl uence the economies of other countries, and to domi-
nate them. Dr. Bartstra says that imperialism emerged approximately from 1800 
in England, after capitalism became modern there. China became a market for 
international imperialism and was divided up like a cake. This was even more the 
case in Indonesia.  80     

 ‘Capitalists,’ Muhamamd bin Hanif wrote:

  people whose entire objective is to seek returns and self-enrichment and do not 
care about the livelihood of others . . . people who are totally mad for money and 
goods.  81     

 The one word which is consistently present in all the  kamus politik , 
and conspicuously lacking in its more political meaning in the colo-
nial dictionaries, is  revolution . In the early dictionaries of Winstedt and 
Wilkinson,  revolution  was resolutely defi ned as a word to do with cyclical 
motion: the turning of a wheel, for example. Compare, for example, the 
defi nitions of revolution in Wilkinson’s dictionary of 1901 with the reju-
venated defi nitions half a century later:

   idar , revolution (as opposed to rotation);  beridar , in revolution, circulating 
  kisar , revolution, motion around a central point;  kisaran , anything that does its 

work by revolution – e.g. a lathe, a grindstone or mill-wheel 
  ligat , whirling round and round; extremely rapid revolution.  82     

 In the  kamus politik , the full might of the word, in all its political 
valence, was invoked with metaphor, history, and the language of class 
politics. Here is Muhammad bin Hanif ’s 1948 defi nition:

   Revolution . Rapid change, present or impending. By this we mean changes in 
an entire state of affairs, for example the rise of machines which produced a 

     79     Adinegoro,  Kamoes Kemadjoean (Modern Zakwoordenboek) .  
     80     Arnowo,  Kamus Marhaen . I translate these and the following defi nitions at length to give 

some fl avour of the dictionaries, but also because they are, as sources, understudied, and 
diffi cult to access.  

     81     Muhammad bin Hanif,  Kamus Politik .  
     82        R. J .  Wilkinson  ,  A Malay English Dictionary  ( Singapore :  Kelly and Walsh ,  1901  ).  
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revolution in methods of production and industry, or how electricity produced 
a revolution in Light. The rise of new political aspirations can also bring about 
changes in the governance and rule of society.   

 and Soepeno’s 1950 defi nition:

   Revolution . Read:  revolusi. The transfer of state power from the hands of one 
class to the hands of another, more progressive, class. A revolution occurs when 
a new class occupies power and replaces a previous class or classes. When the 
French bourgeoisie took power in 1789 and, just like that, ended the power of 
the Bourbon Kings and the power of regional aristocrats, that event is called a 
revolution. Revolution is also what happened in Russia in 1917, when Russian 
workers destroyed tsarist power and took power for themselves. The seizure of 
power by Hitler in Germany in 1933 cannot be called a revolution because at the 
time power only moved from one capitalist class to another capitalist class, and 
because of this power in Germany was still concentrated in the hands of the cap-
italist class. What transpired then was only capitalist democracy: a rule of terror 
exercised by capitalists.  83     

 Most stirring of all was the Kamus Marhaen, which not only defi ned 
revolution, but prescribed how revolutionaries ought to behave:

   Revolution . Lightning-quick change ( Perobahan tjepat-kilat ). How very many 
types of revolution there are! There is Political Revolution, which is to do with 
lightning-quick political change, such as the change from Absolute Government to 
Popular Government. There is Social Revolution, which is to do with lightning-quick 
social change, such as the change from Capitalist Society to Socialist Society. Social 
Revolution usually occurs simultaneously with Political Revolution. [. . . ] 

  Revolutionary . A  revolutionary is someone who does not only dream of 
lightning-quick change, but also works to bring about that change. What is 
needed in a revolutionary is a dynamic soul, and trust in the absolute necessity of 
revolution. Haste is not a measure of whether or not a person is a revolutionary. If 
we believe that our revolution at this time is an imperative of history and society, 
and not the wish or command of a single person, then a revolutionary will merely 
embody and provide leadership of the energy of revolution, and it remains only 
that they should try not to waste that energy in their actions.  84     

 Benedict Anderson observed in 1966 that the struggles and movements 
of this early postwar age fuelled Malay’s transformation into a language of 
resistance and revolution, a language fi erce with shared hope, full of 

  the emotionally resonant words which give any language its cultural identity 
and aura . . . The key words  Rakjat  (People),  Merdeka  (Freedom),  perdjuan-
gan  (struggle),  gerakan  (movement),  kebangsaan  (nationality),  kedaulatan  (sov-
ereignty),  semangat  (dynamic spirit), and above all Revolusi: all stem from the 
seedtime of the Republic . . . Virtually all the emotive words in Indonesian are 
centered around the struggle and violence [of revolution] . . . almost all have 

     83     Soepeno,  Kamus Populer .  
     84     Arnowo,  Kamus Marhaen .  
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highly political-heroic connotations. They live and vibrate because they are part 
of the historical memory of a still surviving generation, and were ‘coined’ within 
the most important experience of modern Indonesian life.  85    

 What compelled individuals to compile entire dictionaries of these new 
words? In European scholarship, the work of lexicography is famously syn-
onymous with a kind of stubborn, eccentric drudgery, captured in biograph-
ical sketches like Simon Winchester’s of James Murray (1837–1915), the 
compiler of the Oxford English Dictionary, who appears to have pursued the 
work of compilation with a rare single-mindedness that surely only manifests 
once every few generations or so.  86   These small postwar dictionaries which 
these Asian lexicographers and language nationalists produced, however, 
were quite distinct enterprises. The  kamus politik  were no merely objective 
collections of words. They were not intended to be exhaustive repositories of 
a language, and, fashioned outside the remit of state enterprise, they claimed 
legitimacy in personal expertise rather than offi cial sanction. Rather, they 
were agile, deliberate curations: snapshots of what individual lexicographers 
defi ned as modern, new, and essential for political life. Perhaps, in a way well 
suited to their highly symbolic roles within a language in fl ux, the defi ni-
tions of the words themselves were secondary to the mere fact of their inclu-
sion in these dictionaries.  87   Regardless of the usefulness or even accuracy of 
their defi nitions, each  kamus politik  laid a claim to assimilation. This act – as 
much an act of possession as of pedagogy – drew together ancient as well as 
reformist words of Islam, refurbished Sanskrit words, conceded European 
terms and new coinages to describe as well as prescribe a new politicized 
Malay modernity. As Raymond Williams remarked of his own explorations 
into the keywords of a new cultural era: ‘The signifi cance, it can be said, is 
in the selection’.  88   In some important sense, idiosyncratic documents that 
they are, these  kamus politik  not only capture what language was like at the 
time: as pedagogical curations, they also represent each lexicographer’s key 
to survival in conditions of modernity. To fully grasp these intentions, it is 
helpful to examine one of these lexicographers more closely.  

    The Making of a Lexicographer 

 It is in some ways surprising how little we know about Muhammad bin 
Hanif, given that he appears alongside some of the most prominent Malay 

     85        Benedict   Anderson  , ‘ The Languages of Indonesian Politics ,’  Indonesia   1  ( 1966 ),  104–05  .  
     86        Simon   Winchester  ,  The Meaning of Everything: The Story of the Oxford English Dictionary  

( Oxford :  OUP ,  2003  ).  
     87     I am grateful to James Siegel for helping me to draw this point out more strongly.  
     88        Raymond   Williams  ,  Keywords:  A  Vocabulary of Culture and Society  ( New  York :   OUP , 

 1976 ),  14  .  
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political and literary fi gures of late colonial Malaya. Muhammad bin 
Hanif was born sometime in the early twentieth century in Penang. He 
is listed as a translator in the  Majallah Guru , the infl uential organ of the 
Malay Teachers’ Association, from its very fi rst issue in 1924. It is probably 
through the  Majallah Guru  that he was introduced to the circles of penin-
sular Malay writers, teachers, and polemicists. Sometime in the late 1930s, 
he surfaced in KL, working alongside Malay journalists Samad Ahmad and 
vigorous Malay nationalist Ibrahim Yaacob (1911–1979), in the offi ces of 
the prestigious Malay periodical,  Majlis . At some point he may also have 
served as a special correspondent for  Warta Malaya , a large Malay daily 
based in Singapore.  89   During the Japanese occupation, he was involved 
along with Ahmad Boestamam in a clandestine Malay group, the  Empat 
Serangkai  (Four Leaf Clover), which fed into an underground anti-Japanese 
movement called the  Gerakan Kiri Tanahair , or KITA for short. After the 
war, he remained close to Ahmad Bosetamam, and became an editor on 
Boestamam’s  Suara Rakyat , a romanized Malay daily which was estab-
lished on the restored ruins of the  Perak Shimbun  headquarters on Jalan 
Brewster, Ipoh, almost immediately after the Japanese surrendered. Here, 
he was set to the very same task that wartime journalists had carried out 
for the Japanese: canvassing news from foreign broadcasts as well as from 
inside the country, and translating English news into Malay.  90   Several years 
later, he was elected to the Executive Committee of PAS (Parti Se-Islam 
Malaya), where he served at least until 1954.  91   And he would rub shoul-
ders with icons of the Malay literati, Keris Mas and Ungku Aziz (1922–), 
in the offi ces of Malaya’s premier language institute, the Dewan Bahasa 
dan Pustaka (DBP).  92   Muhammad bin Hanif’s life thus spans a profoundly 
signifi cant period of Malay language development, both as participant and 
observer. 

 The groundwork for Hanif ’s postwar political lexicography was laid 
in the transformative decades of the 1920s and 30s in Penang. The fact 
that he was born and educated there was signifi cant, for in those decades 
Penang was a cauldron of change. By this time, Malay printing had 
become one of the largest and most resilient economies in Penang, and 
Islamic publishing in particular benefi ted from Penang’s relative freedom 
of press. As predominantly non-Malay and non-Muslim settlements, nei-
ther Singapore nor Penang had authoritarian religious establishments 

     89        A. Samad   Ahmad  ,  Sejambak Kenangan  ( KL :  DBP ,  1981 ),  104  .  
     90        Ahmad   Boestamam  ,  Carving a Path to the Summit , trans.   William   Roff   ( Athens :   Ohio 

University Press ,  1979 ),  7  .  
     91        Safi e bin   Ibrahim  ,  The Islamic Party of Malaysia: Its Formative Stages and Ideology  ( Pasir 

Puteh, Kelantan :  Nuawi bin Ismail ,  1981 ),  40 – 54  .  
     92     Keris Mas,  30 Tahun Sekitar Sastera , 179.  
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such as those which existed in the FMS. The Muslim Advisory Boards 
in both settlements were purely advisory, and limited themselves to com-
ments on Muslim welfare, marriage, divorce, and religious endowments. 
They had no power, as was the case in the Malay states, to proscribe liter-
ature that did not conform to the Muslim orthodoxy as articulated by the 
 ulama  or state religious authorities, or the Sultan. William Roff has thus 
likened Penang in the 1920s to a sanctuary or ‘sniping post’ for those 
who were in confl ict with religious authorities in the Federated States.  93   
Literate in English, Arabic, and Malay, Hanif would have thrived in such 
an environment, exposed to a great range of local papers, and moving in 
journalist circles. He would have enjoyed the relative literary and reli-
gious freedom of Penang, able to read books, periodicals, and papers 
which could not have found a reading public outside Penang, or reform-
ist Islamic texts which would even have been proscribed in other Malay 
states. And Penang’s geographical proximity to Aceh and other Malay 
publishing centers across the Straits of Malacca meant that Hanif was 
exposed to fl ows of writers, literature, and new ideas from Indonesia. It 
is even possible, though we can know little concretely about what Hanif 
read or knew about, that he may have seen some earlier incarnations of 
Indonesian  kamus politik , and may have known of Adinegoro’s lexico-
graphic work in the  Lembaga  in Medan.  94   

 Penang was also free in the more traditional economic sense, and like 
many of his generation, Hanif ’s economic and social sensibilities were 
honed by the experience of the Depression. In part because of its port-city 
nature, it was, along with Singapore, particularly exposed to the anxieties 
of the global economic crisis. Both Singapore and Penang’s economic 
interests were largely extra-Malayan, turned outwards to an immense 
and wealthy area stretching from the Madras coast to China. They were 
distribution hubs, importing manufactured goods from industrialized 
countries and redistributing them throughout the Southeast Asian region. 
Malaya as a whole had also been particularly hard hit by the Depression. 
The British had encouraged the expansion of the Malayan rubber indus-
try to the detriment of self-suffi ciency, so much that, by 1929, almost 
half of all cultivated land was planted with rubber, with revenue gener-
ated from rubber sales used instead to import food, including rice. The 
falling prices of rubber at the end of the decade coincided disastrously 

     93        William R.   Roff  ,  The Origins of Malay Nationalism  ( Oxford :  OUP ,  1994 ),  82  .  
     94     We also know that Adinegoro’s  Pewarta Deli  was among the newspapers consumed by 

Ibrahim Yaacob and other Malay journalists and writers based at the SITC during the 
1930s, which functioned as a gateway to Indonesian periodicals and other literature; 
see Firdaus Haji Abdullah, ‘Greater Indonesia in the Malay World,’ in  The Heartbeat of 
Indonesian Revolution , ed. Taufi k Abdullah (Jakarta: Gramedia Pustaka Utama, 1997).  
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with severe crop failures. Scholars like Mark Emmanuel have shown that 
the Depression acutely sharpened Malay consciousness about economic 
questions from the early 1930s onward, particularly with respect to their 
participation in the national economy.  95   Hanif would have had plenty of 
time to observe the dominance of Chinese merchants in Penang trade, to 
understand the position of Penang within the empire and its position as a 
great regional trading hub; and to see in the course of the Depression, as 
many Malays of his generation did, that rural Malays were falling behind. 

 Observations of demography also played a role in Hanif ’s intellectual 
makeup. The 1931 census had shown that Chinese and Indians were now 
more numerous than Malays; in the Straits Settlements, Chinese out-
numbered Malays by a factor of almost 3 to 1.  96   Malay writers lamented 
the ‘creeping encroachment of the  bangsa asing  (foreign races) into 
Malay spheres of infl uence’.  97   In Penang, evidence of it was everywhere, 
every day: the bulk of retail trade seemed to lie most ostentatiously in 
Chinese hands – oil mills, biscuit factories, rubber works, iron foundries, 
sawmills, sauce factories, and shipping companies. Even in overwhelm-
ingly Malay villages, local grocery stores were often run by Chinese. But 
in Penang, it was also the English-speaking Chinese who held prominent 
positions of power under British rule; few Malays were to be found in 
civil administration, and expensive English-language education had been 
fl agged up as a major obstacle. On these matters, few voices rang out as 
clearly and insistently as Penang’s  Saudara , a progressive Malay periodi-
cal published by Islamist reformer Syed Sheikh Al-Hadi (1867–1934).  98   
Though I cannot fi nd concrete evidence that Hanif worked for or con-
tributed to  Saudara , given its stature in the peninsula and Hanif ’s line of 
work, it is next to impossible that he did not at least read it. Throughout 
the 1930s,  Saudara  and other Malay periodicals helped forge ever stron-
ger connections between economic weakness and political irrelevance in 
the minds of Penang Malays – a lesson which, we shall see, Muhammad 
bin Hanif took straight to heart. 

 What we know concretely is that in October 1947 Muhammad bin 
Hanif published his  kamus politik , with one of the prominent modern 
Malay presses at the time, the United Press, located at 3 Dato’ Keramat 
street in Penang. Written in  jawi , the Arabic script for Malay, the  Kamus 

     95        Mark   Emmanuel  , ‘ Viewspapers:  The Malay Press of the 1930s ,’  JSEAS   41 , no.  1  
( 2010 ),  1 – 20  .  

     96        C. A.   Vlieland  ,  British Malaya […]: A Report on the 1931 Census and on Certain Problems 
of Vital Statistics  ( London :  The Offi ce of The Crown Agents for the Colonies ,  1932  ).  

     97     Emmanuel, ‘Viewspapers,’ 4.  
     98     On the signifi cance and role of  Saudara  in Malay journalism, see    Siti Rodziyah   Nyan  , 

 Akhbar Saudara: Pencetus Kesedaran Masyarakat Melayu  ( KL :  DBP ,  2009  ).  
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Politik  is perhaps the fi rst of its kind on the peninsula, and in its choice of 
script, distinct from its Indonesian counterparts, which are all in roman-
ized Malay. Another difference is in its sources. The Indonesian diction-
aries often acknowledge being compiled from contemporary readings, 
like newspapers and periodicals, as well as from European (most com-
monly Dutch) dictionaries and encyclopedias. Adinda’s  Kamus Politik , for 
example, acknowledges in its preface at least seven individual sources for 
its vocabulary list, some of which were Dutch.  99   In 1956 another  Kamus 
Pengetahuan Umum dan Politik  listed no less than twenty-two separate 
sources for its vocabulary, the vast majority of which were Indonesian 
language sources.  100   Hanif ’s  kamus , however, makes no acknowledgment 
of his sources, and indeed his defi nitions often feel too personal to have 
been cribbed much from other dictionaries. He claimed his expertise, 
instead, on the basis of his experience as someone who long moved in 
the world of journalism, as ‘a  wartawan  (journalist) who has long served 
at Malay newspapers in Malaya.’ And he noted, furthermore, that there 
was at the time of writing no book fulfi lling such a role in the whole of the 
 alam persuratan Melayu  (world of Malay letters), a category from which 
he apparently excludes Indonesia.  101   

 In one important way, then, Muhammad bin Hanif ’s dictionary is as 
much a sketch of language as it is of an individual, of the mind of a Malay 
coming to terms with a rapidly changing world. What immediately strikes 
the present-day reader is how modern are many of the terms and con-
cepts he defines in his dictionary, and how plugged in he is to a remark-
ably global landscape of ideas – despite having never, to my knowledge, 
left the peninsula. His dictionary is a snapshot of modern thinking in 
Malay-speaking Penang. It contains definitions of over 700 words 
deemed new and political in the Peninsula. Many of the terms with the 
longest definitions (8 or 9 lines in length) are staple political concepts 
from the experience of world war:  Absolutist  ( ابسوليو  ت  يس ) , Fascism  ( ڤاشيزم ) , 
Communism  ( كوميونيزم ) , Atlantic Charter  ( ا  ت  لن  ت  يك   چا  ت  ر ) , Anarchism  ( اناركيزم ) , 
Imperialism  ( امفيرياليزم ) , Autocracy  ( او  ت  وكراسي ), and  Entente  ( اين  ت  ين  ت  ي ) have 
among the longest definitions. There is also a deep intellectual engage-
ment with elements of empire. Muhammad bin Hanif was particularly 
interested in the colonial mandate system; the entry for  Dominion  
-at thirty-nine lines, is the longest, with comparably lengthy defi ,( دومينيان )
nitions for  mandate  ( ميندية ),  trusteeship  ( ت  رس  ت  يشيف ), and  Commonwealth  
 These English words, with their unnatural vowels and .( كومنويل   ث )

     99     Adinda,  Kamus Politik .  
     100        S.   Hidayat  ,  Kamus Pengetahuan Umum dan Politik  ( Djember :  Sumber Ilmu ,  1956  ).  
     101     Preface, Muhammad bin Hanif,  Kamus Politik .  
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consonant clusters, were torturously rendered phonetically into the 
Arabic alphabet. Others were more natural to  jawi : the  Kamus  is also full 
of Arabic or Urdu political and ethical terms like  ijtimai  ( اج  ت  ماعي ),  ikhtila � f  
 These are interesting in their inclusion as new .( اج  ت  هاد )  and  ijtiha � d (  اخ  ت  الف )
political words, and the definitions of them which Hanif give are not spe-
cifically religious; for example, the meaning of  ijma � ʿ  ( إجماع ) is given as 
‘consensus or agreement within one group ( kaum ) about something’, 
without mention of religious issues;  ijtiha � d  is given as ‘working exceed-
ingly hard in order to reach a decision . . . concentrating on balancing 
between investigative reasoning and one’s own thoughts.’  102   He states in 
his introduction that he was prompted to compile his dictionary after 
observing the increasingly political atmosphere of Malaya, and the num-
ber of political terms in foreign languages entering Malay, little under-
stood by most Malay readers. 

 The same spirit of didacticism and service of Malays pervades not 
only his kamus, but also his other journalistic ventures. One month after 
he published the  kamus politik , he started up a Sunday paper called the 
 Economic Melayu  ( Malay   Economics ), with no less a fi gure than Karim 
Ghani, a prominent Indian Muslim League politician, on the board of 
directors.  103   Uniquely for the time, but not surprisingly given his back-
ground as a translator, Hanif provided English translation glosses of 
all his editorials, making the  Economic Melayu  perhaps the only bilin-
gual  jawi -script Malay periodical in Malaya. One of the early editorials 
addressed itself directly to the  bangsa asing  reading his  jawi  paper:  ‘In 
Rome, you must do as the Romans do. This is Malaya. Not England, or 
China, or India… Ask your own conscience, if you have any, whether it is 
right for you to stay here without being able to read Malay in the Malay 
script . . . Till you reform yourselves, and are able to read Malay in the 
Malay script, we meet you half way by reproducing Malay opinion for 
you in English.’  104   

 Despite its name, the  Economic Melayu  was not solely about econom-
ics; it reported, as many papers of the day did, on a wide range of world 
affairs, probably translated from English newspapers: news on Russia, 
China, Germany, Italy, London, America, and the Arab world. It also 
kept its readers informed of news from other states in the peninsula. 
But it was really in economic matters that its editorial vigour came 

     102      Ibid .  
     103     An incomplete run of the  Economic Melayu , large sections of which have been earnestly 

feasted on by silverfi sh, is held at the DBP library, KL. On Karim Ghani, see    Syed 
Muhd. Khairudin   Aljunied  ,  Colonialism, Violence and Muslims in Southeast Asia:  The 
Maria Hertogh Controversy and its Aftermath  ( London :  Routledge ,  2009 ),  29 – 31  .  

     104     Editorial,  Economic Melayu , 28 August 1948.  
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pedagogically into its own. Advice on agriculture naturally loomed large. 
The  Economic Melayu  ran articles on how to divide up one’s padi crop 
in order that one might sell and reserve in sensible proportion; how to 
keep track of rice and rubber prices; how to fi sh with modern tools in 
the modern manner; why every Malay agricultural entrepreneur should 
also learn boat maintenance, bookkeeping and optimal methods of deliv-
ering produce. In its prescriptiveness and pedagogy, it was attempting 
to redefi ne the scope of Malay economic activity. One editorial empha-
sized that Malays should aspire to be involved in both  perusahaan  (indus-
try) and  perniagaan  (business), for they were, as Hanif put it, the right 
and left feet on which society should stand. He defi ned  perusahaan , the 
right foot, as enterprise which produced daily necessities for consump-
tion, such as planting rice, fi shing, and farming, and  perniagaan , the left 
foot, as the selling and distribution of those products in wider markets. 
Unfortunately, he said, the left foot had been surrendered to the  bangsa 
asing , which is why Malays were falling behind.  105   

 By Muhammad bin Hanif ’s own estimation, his  Kamus Politik  was a 
sell-out success; but the  Economic Melayu  did not do well, because, as 
he put it, ‘the Malays were then attracted by the glare of politics and 
could not yet appreciate that economics was the real thing’.  106   Indeed the 
 Economic Melayu  shut down in May 1948, on the eve of the declaration 
of emergency, due to fi nancial diffi culties and lack of subscriptions.  107   
The explicit connection that Hanif made between politics and econom-
ics is curiously reminiscent of a three-part series of articles in the Penang 
 Saudara  in 1937, entitled ‘Politics’, ‘Economics’ and ‘Society’, and it is 
so close that Hanif must likely have either read it or, perhaps, wrote it 
himself. In the article ‘Politics’, the author writes:

  Do not forget that this ‘politics’ will not prop up a  bangsa  or a nation as long as 
that  bangsa  or nation does not have an ‘economy’ which is perfect, prosperous 
and strong. This is because ‘politics’ and ‘economy’ are like body and soul, like oil 
and light. The two cannot be divorced. Politics will die if it does not have a strong 
economy, and conversely an economy will be crushed if it is not ringfenced and 
protected with a national or royal ‘politics’ which is strong and true.  108     

 In any case, Hanif seems to have been aggrieved, but not deterred, by 
the failure of the Economic Melayu. The ‘glare’ of politics continued to 
exert its mesmerism, and Hanif found sufficient demand for him to 

     105     Editorial, ‘Masyarakat Melayu Tempang’,  Economic Melayu , 7 December 1948.  
     106     Editorial,  Economic Melayu , 28 August 1948.  
     107     PIJ 10/1948, fortnight ending 31 May 1948, TNA CO 537/3752  
     108     ‘Politics’,  Saudara  3 November 1937, followed by ‘Economy’,  Saudara  6 November 

1937, and ‘Pergaulan (society)’,  Saudara  10 November 1937. Author unknown.  
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produce a second dictionary of political terminology often found in radio 
and newspapers in 1955.  109   By this time, Malaya was six years into the 
Emergency, and one glimpses a new conservatism in this later dictionary, 
divested of the spark of revolutionary fervour of Hanif’s earlier  kamus . His 
1955  kamus  may be read as one small marker of a divergence between 
bahasa Indonesia and bahasa Melayu: between the revolutionary experi-
ence of Indonesia and the collective recoiling from political radicalism 
which took place across the straits in Malaya followed swiftly by the reas-
sertion of Malay royal authority. Ariffin Omar has discussed this diver-
gence as an inelasticity within the word  bangsa  itself, which found semantic 
space in bahasa Indonesia to accommodate the reorientation of ‘loyalty’ 
from feudal overlords to the people, but failed to do so in bahasa Melayu.  110   
Instead of the emotionally resonant words of the Indonesian revolution, 
Hanif’s 1955 dictionary reflects the vocabulary of 1950s radio and news-
papers in a time of Emergency, taking space to define words such as 
 kawasan putih  ( كاواسن   ڤو  ت  يه , white areas, i.e. those ‘cleansed’ of commu-
nists),  kawasan larangan  ( ن  ,( كريمينل )  proscribed areas),  criminals , كاواسن   الرا
 blockade  ( بلوكيد ),  political crisis  ( كرايسيس   ڤولي  ت  يك ), and the developments of 
international politics, including, for example, the Afro-Asia Conference, 
the new People’s Republic of China, the UN ( يوني  ت  يد   نيشين ), UNESCO 
 There are many more    111  .( سيا  ت  و) and the just-created SEATO ,( يونيسكو )
words of procedural rather than ‘emotive’ politics: words like  interim  
-and oth ,( ديبيسي )  division  ,( ادمينيس  ت  ريشين )  government,  administration ( اين  ت  ريم )
ers. In a signal of rising language nationalism on the cusp of  merdeka , his 
entry for  Atlantic Charter , in the 1955 version, eschews the English loanword 
 Charter  and renders it  Perikatan Atlantic  ( ڤرايكا  ت  ن   ا  ت  لن  ت  يك ). And his definition of 
 revolution  ( ريبوليوسي ) has been muted by the intervening seven years between 
the postwar tumult and the ideological constrictions of the imperial 
endgame:

   Revolution:  A change (perubahan), principally one carried out by the people. 
  Revolutionary:  A person who adheres to a belief in Communism, one who wishes 

to effect a total change in the laws of government…  112     

 The practice of compiling ‘new and diffi cult’ words would continue well 
into the independence period,  113   and reach its highest expression in the 

     109     Muhammad bin Hanif,  Kamus Akhbar Dan Radio .  
     110        Ariffi n   Omar  ,  Bangsa Melayu: Malay Concepts of Democracy and Community, 1945–1950  

( KL :  OUP ,  1993  ).  
     111     Muhammad bin Hanif,  Kamus Akhbar Dan Radio .  
     112      Ibid .  
     113     See, for example, the ‘Kamus Merdeka’ (Independence dictionary) and the ‘Kamus 

Majallah Guru’, both of which were serialized wordlists of modern and diffi cult words 
published by the  Majallah Guru  over the course of July and August 1957, in the lead up 
to independence.  
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state-sponsored language planning and terminology creation that formed 
part of the arsenal of postcolonial modernization. By the 1960s, the work 
to compile an ‘Oxford English Dictionary of Malay’ was well underway.  114   
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Muhammad bin Hanif was invited to head the 
department charged with the creation of  istilah . To him, this might have 
appeared as a great triumph, as though he fi nally reached the modern apex 
of a long climb up from amateur to professional lexicographer – no longer 
a mere chronicler of language change, but an agent of it. 

 As Hanif’s story illustrates, the seeds for lexical innovation and pedagogy 
were laid in the long prewar era, particularly in the conjoined environment 
of material deprivation and increased ‘literacy awareness’ among Malays 
in the 1930s.  115   Yet the genre of the  kamus politik , as a specifi c document 
which set out to curate, possess, and prescribe a language of modernity 
indelibly marked by the experience of world war, found vigorous expres-
sion and fl ourished especially between 1945 and 1950. These dictionaries 
on their own are a fascinating insight into both the vigour and the intel-
lectual porousness of the Malay-speaking world at the time: open at once 
to linguistic innovation from each other, as well as from the world at large. 
They index a period of unique individual agency and linguistic fl uidity in 
a period which came prior to, but perhaps helped make possible, the later 
acts of state language planning in the name of development that have been 
better studied by sociolinguists.  116   Innovative and greedy for the new, they 
are, as we will see, a striking contrast to European dictionaries of Malay 
produced in the same period, which resisted linguistic innovation with the 
most powerful tools available to lexicographers: redefi nition, omission, and 
contempt.  

    ‘A Whole Universe of Judgments’ 

 ‘The rock-bottom practical truth,’ Wilson Follett observed on the 
September 1961 occasion of the publication of Webster’s Third New 
International Dictionary, ‘is that the lexicographer cannot abrogate his 
authority if he wants to . . . the work itself by virtue of its inclusions and 
exclusions, its mere existence, is a whole universe of judgments’.  117   These 
little tussles of lexical inclusion and exclusion, closely articulated, can, 

     114     See  Chapter 5  for the work of the DBP.  
     115     Emmanuel, ‘Viewspapers.’  
     116     Key interventions include    Joshua A.   Fishman  ,  Language and Nationalism: Two Integrative 

Essays  ( Rowley, MA :   Newbury House Publishers ,  1972  );    Joshua A.   Fishman  ,  The 
Earliest Stage of Language Planning: The ‘First Congress’ Phenomenon  ( Berlin :  Walter de 
Gruyter ,  1993  ).  

     117     Quoted in    Herbert C.   Morton  ,  The Story of Webster’s Third: Philip Gove’s Controversial 
Dictionary and Its Critics  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  1995 ),  189–90  .  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Lexicographers 127

I suggest, help to spell out some of the cultural forces by which colonial 
power and privileged metropolitan cultural standards did battle with the 
new and threatening vernacular languages of postwar politics. 

 It should be clear that when the Japanese occupation ended, the British 
and Dutch returned to a disconcertingly unfamiliar wordscape. The 
language in vernacular press outlets had become colourful and playful, 
too quick for comprehension. Furthermore, in their absence, the Malay 
world  – war-torn, bombarded by propaganda, and exposed to abrupt 
changes in the world order – had tuned in to the language of global pol-
itics, and we have glimpsed its traces in the  kamus politik  of the previous 
section. Foreign words snagged on local tongues:   fascism, communism, 
politics, unconditional surrender, revolution , and hundreds more. Old Malay 
words were harnessed to new uses; new Malay words were borrowed 
from other languages, improvised, or simply conjured into existence. 
To many returning Europeans, the Malay vernacular press had become 
objectionably unreadable.  118   

 Western dictionaries published over the period between 1944 to 1950 
express very different beliefs to the  kamus politik  about the nature, extent, 
and permanence of political change in the Malay world. They refl ect 
the convictions of the late colonial state in Asia: that the three years of 
Occupation were an aberration, or a wound to be tended carefully before 
‘business as normal’ resumed. The  kamus politik , however, show how 
deeply and indelibly society had changed from the experience of war. 
There is a clear dynamic in the immediate postwar years: each  kamus 
politik , greedy for the new, recorded and clarifi ed the newly expanded 
lexical space of politics, whereas European dictionaries repeatedly reas-
serted the status quo, and resisted native lexical innovation. The imme-
diate postwar period was thus one of prodigious lexicographic activity, 
in which Europeans trailed apprehensively behind local agency and ini-
tiative, but also in which individual lexicographers and language users 
were more dynamic and responsive to lexical change than the state was 
either inclined or able to be. This is the crisis of the late colonial state, as 
some scholars have called it:  ‘an unprecedented degree of uncertainty, 
where the securities of colonial rule – administrative and military con-
trol, metropolitan confi dence in imperial continuity, but also inaction, 
stagnation, repression – were superseded by fl ux, unprecedented change 
and fresh opportunities to seize the initiative.’  119   Its political and military 

     118     For a complaint in this vein, see    J. M.   Gullick  , ‘ Style and Translation in the Malay 
Press ,’  JMBRAS   26 , no.  1  ( 1953  ): 14–23.  

     119        Martin   Shipway  ,  Decolonization and Its Impact: A Comparative Approach to the End of the 
Colonial Empires  ( Malden, MA :  Blackwell ,  2008 ),  37  .  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Word Wars128

dimensions have been explored well, but the war of words between the 
Western dictionaries and  kamus politik  reveals an unexplored site of colo-
nized cultural agency in negotiating and challenging colonial authority 
over language in the postwar period. It demonstrates that the crisis of 
the late colonial state cast cultural and intellectual shadows, and can be 
found embedded deep in the very language of the times. 

 Western dictionaries of the period largely approach the problem of 
new terms as particular and exclusive to the experience of the occu-
pation. There were, understandably, few dictionaries newly produced 
during the war:  virtually nothing by Europeans, though from 1940 
onwards several detailed Malay-Japanese dictionaries, grammars, and 
textbooks began to appear in Japan.  120   R. J. Wilkinson’s comprehensive 
romanized Malay-English dictionary was reprinted by the Japanese in 
Tokyo, and sold openly in Singapore in 1942; Richard Winstedt’s col-
loquial dictionary of Malay and English was republished in February 
1944. In the fi nal year of the Pacifi c war, several new Malay dictionaries 
and handbooks of American provenance were published, paying special 
attention to new political and military terms in the Malay language. They 
were intended for primarily military use:  among them, Isidore Dyen’s 
 Spoken Malay , intended as a supplement to an intensive language course 
for American army personnel;  121   Eduard F. Winckel’s  Handbook of the 
Malay Language ;  122   Captain Anker Rentse’s  Vocabulary of Useful Words 
and Phrases ;  123   and a Malay dictionary issued by the U.S. Army’s Far 
Eastern Forces.  124   Most of these works drew extensively on earlier colo-
nial philological research, and a few were undertaken in direct collabora-
tion with colonial philologists themselves. William Shellabear was one 
example of a colonial philologist who became a wartime lexicographer. 
He was an American missionary who spent many years in Malaya and 
published several infl uential dictionaries and numerous studies of Malay 
grammar and orthography.  125   When the war began, he fl ed the country 
and took up residence in America, and a new post with the U.S. Offi ce 
of War Information. He collaborated with Vernon Hendershot, another 

     120     Teeuw,  Critical Survey , 69.  
     121        Isidore   Dyen  ,  Spoken Malay: Basic Course  ( Madison, WI :  Linguistic Society of America 

for the United States Armed Forces Institute ,  1945  ).  
     122        Eduard F.   Winckel  ,  Handbook of the Malay Language Containing Phrases, Grammar 

and Dictionary:  With Special Attention to Military and Vocational Requirements  ( South 
Pasadena, CA :  P. D. and Ione Perkins ,  1944  ).  

     123        Anker   Rentse  ,  Vocabulary of Useful Words and Phrases  ( Kandy, Ceylon :   Times of 
Ceylon ,  1944  ).  

     124        R. R.   Dykstra   and   Philippus Samuel   Van Ronkel  ,  A Malay Dictionary: Malay-English; 
English-Malay  ( Sydney :  United States Army Forces, Far East ,  1944  ).  

     125     For a biography of Shellabear, see    Robert   Hunt  ,  William Shellabear: A Biography  ( KL 
Malaysia :  UM Press ,  1996  ). See also  Chapter 2 .  
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missionary scholar of Malay who later became dean of the Seventh-Day 
Adventist Theological Seminary in Michigan, to produce a wartime dic-
tionary of Malay and Indonesian. 

 In his preface, Hendershot remarked that the dictionary was especially 
valuable at the time: ‘Indonesia and Malaya are cut off from direct com-
munication with us’, and there were very few authorities in the Malay 
language present in the United States. He had drawn on earlier British 
dictionaries of Malay by R. J. Wilkinson and R. O. Winstedt, Dutch dic-
tionaries of Indonesian by Van Ronkel and Harahap, and the ‘current 
usages’ of Indonesian journalists and radio announcers. Still he was 
indebted, he said, to Shellabear for ‘his critical inspection of each page of 
the copy, and his valuable deletions and additions’.  126   Shellabear, on his 
part, made the following observation in his preface. 

  The various races of Indonesia, who use the Malay language as a means of com-
municating with one another and with the people of European races, are in the 
habit of using many words which are not actually Malay. In going very carefully 
through the words which Dr. Hendershot has added to my original vocabulary, 
I have endeavored as far as possible to keep all such foreign words in harmony 
with their use in Malay literature.  127    

 Shellabear, drawing on his authority over the language, thus exercised 
a highly conservative literary infl uence on Malay as it appeared in this 
dictionary. In many ways his inclination was understandable. By the time 
of the Pacifi c War, Shellabear was 83 years old. He had spent over half a 
century documenting the classical language of Malay historical epics and 
battle tales –  hikayat  – in order to forge a language fi t to translate the Old 
Testament. We might forgive his bewilderment with the colloquialisms 
of new Indonesian and Malay journalism, and especially with the very 
concepts and words to which the Malay  kamus politik  dedicated them-
selves to explicating. Such words are to be found primarily at the very 
end of Hendershot and Shellabear’s dictionary, consigned to a section 
entitled ‘Appendix V: Pseudo-Malay Terms Used in Many Indonesian 
Periodicals’: ‘pseudo’ because, according to the lexicographers, ‘they were 
obviously coined in order to express modern concepts’ – as though to be 
Malay was to be incommensurable with being modern. ‘Malay authori-
ties,’ they asserted airily, ‘are unanimous in disliking them’. They also did 
not warrant any defi nitions: ‘the [European] student will not be puzzled 
by them because they readily suggest a well-known word in English or 
Dutch’. They were simply listed, one after the other: a compendium of 

     126     Hendershot’s preface, in Vernon Edwards Hendershot and W. G. Shellabear,  A Dictionary 
of Standard Malay: Malay-English  (Mountainview: Pacifi c Press Publishing, 1945).  

     127     Shellabear preface, in  Ibid .  
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unorthodox, illegitimate Malay words, symbols of undesirable currents 
of social and linguistic change. Among them we fi nd  politik, ekonomi/
perekonomian  and  moderne , as well as  nasional/internasional/kenasionalen, 
kolonisatie, imperialisme, komunisme, partai, polisi, radio, propaganda  and 
 fascisme , and other accretions of the modern era.  128   

 A second European dictionary is equally revealing of its apprehensive-
ness about postwar politics. The Hendershot and Shellabear volume was 
intended as a standard dictionary: a comprehensive lexicon from which 
political neologisms were expressly excluded. James Noel McHugh’s 
 Notes for Students of the Malay Language , however, bears some resem-
blance to the  kamus politik . It is a slim volume focused explicitly upon 
‘a new vocabulary of Malay words and phrases’ which had arisen during 
the war, as Malay journalists, writers and broadcasters alike were ‘con-
fronted with the need for Malay terms synonymous with the jargon of 
western journalism to describe political and military events’.  129   It does 
acknowledge the new lexicon; but its attitude to these new words is as 
conservative as that of Hendershot and Shellabear. McHugh was, among 
other things, a British propaganda and public relations offi cer who was 
stationed in the Political Warfare Division of the FEB in New Delhi in 
1944, tasked with drafting propaganda appeals tailored to local tactical 
situations.  130   After the war, he produced a dictionary of ‘Bazaar Malay’, 
and his  Notes for Students of the Malay Language.  The  Notes  are divided 
into three parts. The fi rst two parts are glossaries and notes on Malay 
words in common use in connection with political groups and move-
ments which would probably begin to be frequently used in national 
state assemblies of the new Federation of Malaya, mooted in 1947 and 
established offi cially in 1948. Though political in character, the words in 
the fi rst two sections are primarily words of bureaucracy and procedural 
administration. Indeed, the fi rst section is entitled ‘Words and Phrases 
Related to Political Organizations and Procedure at Meetings’, contain-
ing such stirring political terms as  adjourn, cabinet, Receiving Branch, state 
legislative council  and  seconder ,  of a motion . 

 The third section, which took up more than half the book, was a glossary 
of what McHugh called ‘terms used in Malay broadcasts which referred 
to the war and to affairs of the war period’. ‘It is hoped,’ McHugh added, 
‘that the need for many of the terms has ended with the war.’ These 

     128     Reproduced in  Appendix 1 .  
     129        James N.   McHugh  ,  Notes for Students of the Malay Language  ( KL :   Government 

Press ,  1948  ).  
     130     Brief biographical mention in    Kumar   Ramakrishna  ,  Emergency Propaganda:  The 

Winning of Malayan Hearts and Minds, 1948–1958  ( Richmond :   Routledge Curzon , 
 2002 ),  72 – 73  .  
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included obviously military terms:  Anglo-American Agreement, Anti-Axis, 
blitzkrieg, Air-Raid   Precautions ,  crash-diving, containment , and  cordon . 
There were words specifi c to the Japanese occupation:   Co-Prosperity 
Sphere ,  Co-Endurance Sphere ,  unconditional surrender , and  Yoke, Japanese.  
The  Notes  also offered an exhaustive list of Malay terms for specialized 
war technologies, particularly bombs:   bomb at random, delayed action 
bomb, bomb blast, anti-personnel bomb , and of course,  atomic bomb . 

 All this was vocabulary which may well have been expected to die 
out with the war. But this section of the  Notes  also contains, among all 
the military terms, lexical hints of the ‘dangerous politics’ of postwar 
Malaya:  131    labour unions, freedom, imperialism , and even the word for  pro-
gress.  It also includes the word  politics  itself. McHugh’s defi nition sug-
gests that politics  – both as crisis and as development  – is something 
which happens elsewhere, and preferably to the enemy:

  Siasah, ‘politik’. NB:  ‘Political crisis:  kegentingan siasah. E.g. ‘The defeats 
sustained by Japan in the Pacifi c have precipitated another political crisis in 
Tokio= Oleh sebab Jepun di-kalahkan lagi di-kawasan Pacifi c, maka sakali lagi pula 
keadaan siasah menjadi genting di-bandar Tokio ’. 

 Political development:   kejadian di-gelanggang siasah . E.g. ‘The latest polit-
ical development in Japan is the resignation of Kobayashi from the Japanese 
Cabinet= Kejadian yang akhir sakali berlaku di-gelanggang siasah Jepun ia-lah 
Kobayashi telah berhenti daripada menjadi ahli Jema’ah Menteri ’.   

 In much the same way as the Hendershot and Shellabear volume, the 
fact that these terms were symbolically quarantined in a section of their 
own reveals a certain amount of denial on the part of a newer genera-
tion of colonial philologists, whose motivations were no longer scholarly 
fascination but a deep anxiety. It is unsurprising that  siasah  or  politics , as 
a Malay term, is in fact not to be found in any prewar colonial diction-
ary I have consulted, though it has warranted entries and mention in the 
very earliest of the (indeed eponymous)  kamus politik . The  Kitab Vortaro  
has several entries on politically related matters:  ‘ politiek :  efforts ( daja 
oepaja ) in connection with the affairs of state and government; trickery 
( tipu daja ); the science ( ilmoe ) of state affairs’. ‘ Politicus ’ is defi ned in 
the Vortaro as ‘ staatsman’  or ‘a person learned in political affairs’.  132   In 
the  Kamus Kemadjoean  the defi nition is given as ‘someone who works 
within the world of politics; someone who is clever at carrying out his 
intentions ( melaloekan maksoednja ).’ The  Kamus Marhaen  defi nes poli-
tics as ‘anything connected with government: wisdom and methods of 

     131        Donna   Amoroso  , ‘ Dangerous Politics and the Malay Nationalist Movement, 1945–47 ,’ 
 South East Asia Research   6 , no.  3  ( 1998 ),  253–80  .  

     132     Kwik Khing Djoen,  Kitab Vortaro .  
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governance to rule ( mengatur ) state and society is called politics’.  133   In 
the postwar period, Madong Lubis’  Kamus Kata-Kata Sulit  (1948) has 
 infi ltratie  (infi ltration) as a synonym of  politics:  ‘acts of trickery ( tipu daja ) 
allowing one to enter enemy territory bit by bit’. Muhamamd bin Hanif ’s 
 Kamus Politik  defi nes it as follows:

  Politics: The science of society ( ilmu masyarakat ), or the science of governing 
a state. Within politics is subsumed all knowledge of social intercourse ( ilmu 
masyarakat pergaulan ), economics, psychology and ethics. Politics shows us how 
to arrange man’s social life.  134     

 There was no word for ‘politics’ in nineteenth-century Malay writings, 
but by 1946, a contributor to the prominent Malay newspaper  Seruan 
Rakyat  could write:

  Before the war it was diffi cult for us to start a political movement. At that time, 
politics was like a ghost in the view of the public. At that time, politics was 
 haram  – there was no use trying to start a political movement then, just mention-
ing the word ‘politics’ was forbidden’. But now after the war, not only has the 
ghost vanished, but politics is  halal  . . . Therefore what are we waiting for . . . ?  135     

 This is not, of course, to say that there was correspondingly no group of 
activities in the Malay world to which a label like ‘politics’ might be rea-
sonably assigned. But as Anthony Milner shows, the absence of the term 
in local writings prior to the early twentieth century signals Malay unfa-
miliarity with a mode of political activity particular to and introduced 
in the colonial period. These range from: the creation and gazetting of 
numbered ordinances; imported forms of speech, debate, and address 
in councils and committees; notions of contract law; to, in the postwar 
period, the colonial state’s civic-minded preparations for mass elections, 
and the inculcation of the principles and practices of citizenship. These 
were institutions and processes introduced by British rule. Colonial 
authorities did their best, usually effectively, to prevent the emergence 
of colonial politics at least in its more overt or radical manifestations; 
but as a modern government, it also spoke a ‘justifi catory language’ of its 
own policies, and was thus bound to operate ‘in a manner which tended 
to suggest public accountability and invite public comment’.  136   And 
it is clear that at least some colonial offi cers feared that their subjects 
might be commenting too publicly, and too recklessly. In his  Malaya 
and Its History , Richard Winstedt, himself a preeminent lexicographer 

     133     Arnowo,  Kamus Marhaen .  
     134     Muhammad bin Hanif,  Kamus Politik .  
     135      Seruan Rakyat , 2 February 1946, quoted in Amoroso,  Traditionalism , 169–70.  
     136     Shipway,  Decolonization , 37; Milner,  The Invention of Politics , 132.  
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and scholar of Malay,  137   remained convinced that ‘in spite of errors the 
British Empire has been the most effective instrument for international 
good mankind has ever seen’. He objected to the entry of words like 
 democracy  and other ‘foreign terms’ which were alien into Malay. These 
terms, Winstedt thought, found unnatural and undesirable expression in 
the dangerously vernacular press. ‘An imperfect instrument for thought 
involves imperfect thinking’, he declared, and one could only hope that 
‘the future of the [Malay] race may be controlled by the few expert in 
English, and by the many content to think for themselves on traditional 
lines without the aid of the vernacular Press’.  138   His complaint refl ects 
the colonial government’s instinctive paternalism; his contempt for the 
new politicized print culture symptomatic of a wider colonial unease with 
the invigorated vernacular lexicon. By 1951, even the most pro-British 
paper in Malaya, the  Straits Times , conceded that ‘the standard dictionar-
ies of Winstedt and Wilkinson are already far behind the times.’  139    

    Conclusion 

 The postwar years were a period of immense social upheaval whose traces 
can be discerned in the unique but unstudied genre of political dictionar-
ies upon which this chapter has focused. Until World War II, philology 
and lexicography were largely colonial enterprises, as we have seen in 
 Chapter 2 . But as I have suggested in this chapter, the Japanese occupa-
tion proved an unprecedented catalyst for political, social, and lexical 
innovation. It opened up, in particular, a space for linguistic synergies 
between Indonesian and Malay, and it demonstrated above all the radical 
potential in the new Malay and Indonesian vocabularies. These would 
fi nd revolutionary expression in Indonesia, and pose revolutionary threat 
in Malaya. The immediate postwar years were years of prodigious lexico-
graphic activity in which Europeans trailed apprehensively behind these 
indigenous initiatives. Bemused and threatened by the magnitude and 
speed of change, they sought to exert a conservative control over post-
war developments in the Malay language:  to continue to assert claims 
over what ‘proper’ Malay was and ought to be. These postwar amateur 
lexicographers precipitated what the knowledge producers of  Chapter 2  
perceived as a disorderly rush of innovation. 

     137     There is a Malay saying: ‘God gave the Malays their language; Winstedt gave them their 
grammar.’  

     138        Richard   Winstedt  ,  Malaya and Its History  ( London :  Hutchinson’s University Library , 
 1948 ),  6 – 7  .  

     139     ‘Modernised Malay’,  ST , 25 July 1951.  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:27:47, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.005
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Word Wars134

 These innovations indexed deeper political changes, for it was pre-
cisely in this turbulent postwar period, full of rage, opportunity, and 
politics, that the administration would move in its most violent manner 
yet towards wholesale repression, in what would later be known as the 
Malayan Emergency. As we will see in  Chapter 4 , this period was charac-
terized by the sense on the part of the state of the widest gap between it 
and the subjects it wanted and needed to address. Once again, language 
posed an insuperable challenge to the realities and needs of governance.       
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    4     The Propagandists   

 Public Relations, Psychological Warfare and the 
Making of the Infl uential State      

   Language most shows a man: Speak, that I may see thee.  

    – Ben Jonson (1640)  

    Introduction 

 The postwar years saw the rise of public relations and propaganda as a 
central arm of government, a development intimately connected to the 
eruption of what is called the ‘Malayan Emergency’ (c. 1948–1960). As 
pressures mounted, the postwar colonial state sought to infl uence, per-
suade and coerce both in civilian as well as military mode. The task of 
communication became paramount, but it also laid bare the deep defi -
ciencies of the colonial state. This chapter traces the rise of what I call the 
‘infl uential state’ in late colonial Malaya: a state whose mission it was to 
bridge a deep disconnect between the government and the people. This 
disconnect was, I  suggest, a direct function of the diffi culties inherent 
in attempting to speak convincingly and plausibly in many tongues, and 
particularly in Chinese languages. Set in the early turbulent years of the 
communist Emergency, this chapter refuses the high political and coun-
terinsurgency approach which has typically characterized most scholar-
ship on this era, as well as the militant triumphalism which has tended 
to mark postcolonial studies of the Emergency period. I focus instead on 
illuminating the linguistic challenges faced by various arms of the gov-
ernment in persuading and infl uencing populations it could not speak 
directly to, during a time which may be more accurately termed a ‘civil 
war’ than an ‘Emergency’. 

 The fi rst section traces a brief history of public relations and informa-
tion services, detailing the suite of technologies used in the service of 
the infl uential state. The second section suggests that the task of com-
munication required not only good technology, but good  communicators ; 
I show that it was in this respect that the colonial state struggled most, 
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experiencing in the immediate postwar years a period of information 
panic and linguistic crisis which fundamentally coloured its approach to 
the management of the communist insurgency. In subsequent sections 
I  contrast this with the early successes of Malayan communist propa-
ganda, which was idiomatic, colloquial, and highly popular, and tapped 
into local language communities and sentiments in ways which the 
colonial propaganda machine was not easily able to replicate or match. 
Importantly, communist propaganda thrived on its mastery of orality 
and speech, which was precisely where the colonial propaganda machine 
tended to falter, and where its dependence on its clerical and adminis-
trative intermediaries, as well as eventually on surrendered communists, 
was heaviest. The shortfall in communication between the colonial state 
and its constituencies generated deep anxieties at the very moment of 
national independence.  

    The Technologies of the Infl uential State 

 Public information was a long-standing if minor function of government. 
As this section outlines, the propaganda machine with which the British 
faced their communist enemies developed from a growing recognition by 
the colonial state that it needed ways to speak directly to its subject pop-
ulations. In the 1920s, the publicization of information was undertaken 
by a department known as the Information Agency, tasked with fur-
nishing foreign enquirers with information about profi table investments 
in Malaya.  1   This was perhaps Malaya’s fi rst public relations offi ce. The 
Public Relations Offi ce (PRO) as an organ with which the government 
spoke to the people over whom it governed, however, traces its origins 
to the Second World War. The fi rst propaganda organization in Malaya 
was created on the eve of the war, in 1940, with the relocation of the Far 
Eastern Bureau (FEB) of the British Ministry of Information to Singapore 
from Hong Kong, where it had been administered under the leader-
ship of Robert Scott. Victor Purcell was appointed as Director-General 
of Information and Publicity for Malaya. Purcell had won this post in 
part through sheer notoriety:  in 1939 he had designed and broadcast 
an amusing ‘nightmare’ sketch on Malayan radio as a propaganda item 
for the war effort, which he declared ‘a great hit’ and had it translated 
into several Asian languages.  2   Britain’s Ministry of Information hoped 
he might continue his admirable performance. In these fi nal years of 
the 1930s, an intense propaganda war had erupted between Japan and 

     1     Malay States Information Agency Report for the Year 1923.  
     2        Victor   Purcell  ,  The Memoirs of a Malayan Official  ( London :  Cassell ,  1965 ),  312–13  .  
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Britain in Singapore, which was for both sides a key battleground for 
information dissemination. By 1939 the Japanese had fi ve newspapers 
in Singapore, and distributed news bulletins in Singapore and through-
out Southeast Asia in Japanese, English, and Chinese through the  Toho 
Tsushin Sha  (Eastern News Agency). Faced with this formidable output, 
the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) disseminated propa-
ganda internationally and regionally through news and radio broadcasts 
originating also in Singapore, and until the outbreak of fi ghting, through 
the FEB, established in September 1939.  3   The FEB’s stated aim was to 
handle matters relating to broadcasting, propaganda, and war informa-
tion, particularly in combating propaganda campaigns in the Asian and 
Pacifi c theatres. Assuming responsibility for all broadcasting in vernac-
ular languages (Purcell counts ten, including three dialects of Chinese), 
they began the task of setting up loudspeakers and public address sys-
tems across the Malay States and Straits Settlements. Purcell found him-
self running a Chinese daily newspaper, composing and distributing a 
million pamphlets and leafl ets a month from a makeshift distribution 
centre just off Raffl es Place, and translating Ministry of Information 
material into multiple Asian languages. 

 Technological advancement in broadcasting had been spurred on by 
these wartime developments. There was a great scramble to assemble 
a credible broadcasting service from 1939 until the outbreak of the war. 
The British Malayan Broadcasting Corporation (BMBC), a private com-
mercial organization, was bought over and refashioned into the Malayan 
Broadcasting Corporation (MBC) by the colonial government in 1940, 
with grand plans for the full-scale revamping of radio in Malaya.  4   In this 
respect the government had lofty aims and much less impressive achieve-
ments. In 1941 the then-Director-General of Broadcasting Eric Davis 
announced plans to build a tremendous 100kw transmitter for what would 
be ‘the most powerful and modern station outside Europe’. But the state of 
the equipment remained, by the end of the year, ‘extremely primitive’. Work 
on the radio station powered forward at a feverish pace, but the tremendous 
100kw transmitter never arrived: it was sunk, along with the freighter on 
which it was being borne to Singapore, in a naval attack.  5   To add salt to the 
wound, as the Japanese advanced down the peninsula, they appropriated 

     3        Paul   Kratoska  ,  The Japanese Occupation of Malaya:  A  Social and Economic History  
( Honolulu :  UH Press ,  1997 ),  27 – 28  .  

     4     For a brief history of the BMBC, see Chua Ai Lin, ‘Modernity, Popular Culture and 
Urban Life: Anglophone Asians in Colonial Singapore, 1920–1940’, unpublished PhD 
diss., University of Cambridge (2008), 190–91.  

     5        Drew O.   McDaniel  ,  Broadcasting in the Malay World: Radio, Television, and Video in Brunei, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore  ( Norwood, New Jersey :  Ablex ,  1994 ),  44 – 48  .  
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functioning British radio stations  – ‘the Japanese just walked in, turned 
on the switch and began blasting [their] propaganda’.  6   ‘Penang Radio,’ it 
was observed, was ‘a ready-made rumour factory’.  7   Slogans, exhortations, 
rumours, and galling taunts blared southward. The Australian journalist 
and Times war correspondent Ian Morrison recalled that their transmis-
sions from the Penang radio station sometimes began in English:  ‘Hello 
Singapore, this is Penang calling. How do you like our bombings?’  8   

 The FEB ceased to function when the actual fi ghting began, and its 
propaganda functions were taken over by the SOE’s Oriental Mission, 
under the direction of George Sansom, which helped disseminate propa-
ganda internationally and regionally through news and radio broadcasts 
originating also in Singapore.  9   The full story of wartime propaganda can-
not be covered in this chapter,  10   but it suffi ces to note that the roots of 
state infl uence over the public were established according to the exi-
gencies of war. Postwar ‘public relations’ derived its structure, impetus, 
raison d’être, and even some of its staff from the institutions of war-
time propaganda. In 1944 the Psychological Warfare Division of SEAC 
was created in Kandy, Ceylon: the Malaya Section was supervised by an 
ex-Malayan Public Works Department engineer, James Noel McHugh, 
who had served with the Political Warfare Division of the FEB in New 
Delhi, and whom we met in the  previous chapter  wearing his lexicogra-
pher’s hat.  11   The Psychological Warfare Division’s responsibilities were 
largely the drafting of propaganda appeals tailored to local tactical situ-
ations. In August 1945, at the end of the war, the Malaya Section closed 
and its staff dispersed, mostly into fi elds of public broadcasting, but 
some to what would become the Department of Public Relations (DPR). 
From September 1945 to April 1946 the functions of government pub-
licity were met by a military department of Publicity and Printing under 
the BMA, and in April this was disbanded and reformulated as the 
DPR of the Malayan Union, based in Java Street in KL. Its Singaporean 
counterpart, the PRO in Singapore, remained a branch of the Colonial 
Secretariat until 1953, when it was reformulated as a separate PRO based 
in High Street, Singapore, under the directorship of George Thomson.  12   

     6     ‘Malay Jungle War’,  Life Magazine , 12 January 1942.  
     7        Giles   Playfair  ,  Singapore Goes Off the Air  ( London :  Jarrolds ,  1944 ),  51  .  
     8        Ian   Morrison  ,  Malayan Postscript  ( London :  Faber & Faber ,  1942 ),  62  .  
     9     Kratoska,  Japanese Occupation of Malaya , 28.  
     10     For wartime activities, see    Douglas   Ford  ,  Britain’s Secret War Against Japan: 1937–1945  

( London :  Routledge ,  2006  ); Kratoska,  Japanese Occupation of Malaya .  
     11        Kumar   Ramakrishna  ,  Emergency Propaganda: The Winning of Malayan Hearts and Minds, 

1948–1958  ( Richmond :  Routledge Curzon ,  2002 ),  72 – 73  .  
     12     A record of the PRO’s organization over time is available in  Government Offices: Distribution 

of Work (1949–1953) , held at the Singapore National Library in microfi lm.  
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 The machinery and objectives of public relations naturally intersected 
with those of propaganda, particularly as the exigencies of the Emergency 
mounted. Despite the shared origins in wartime psychological warfare, 
neither the Malayan DPR nor the Singapore PRO were intended or orga-
nized to conduct what would later be called ‘operational propaganda’, or 
psychological warfare against enemies of the state.  13   Their initial work 
was hazy, beginning as more of a syndication service for the government 
to issue authorized notices and news to the smattering of newspapers 
then available. But by the end of 1946, its directives, articulated with 
more clarity over time as the department found its feet, came primarily 
to be concerned with the wholesale channelling of government informa-
tion to the public. That task required two things: mobility of information, 
and translation. Accordingly, one of the earliest sections of the DPR to 
be set up was the translation department;  14   and this developed hand in 
hand with an increasingly sophisticated and widespread infrastructure of 
mass communication. The full range of technologies of infl uence avail-
able to the DPR chiefl y comprised print, fi lm, and radio and mobile 
broadcasting, discussed briefl y below. 

 The most basic form of propaganda were leafl ets, which harnessed 
the power of print to the task of mass persuasion. The DPR, which had 
by 1947 over 300 staff, went into mass leafl et production when the 
Emergency began. It produced 30 million leafl ets in 1948 and 51 mil-
lion the next year, distributing primarily to rural areas such as estates, 
mines, and kampungs.  15   It printed general posters and pamphlets on 
food production, health issues – the prevention of malaria, tuberculosis, 
and typhoid – and fund-raising appeals for victims of the Japanese occu-
pation. The DPR also displayed photographs and images of government 
activities – over 20,000 in circulation in 1946, the DPR Annual Report 
boasted – in ‘obscure kampongs, marketplaces and even at remote ferries 
across jungle clad rivers’.  16   The department also sponsored whole publi-
cations such as  Farmers’ News , which were oriented to the rural Chinese 
communities, attempting to explain Emergency regulations and give the 
latest news on ‘anti-bandit’ triumphs. 

 A second technology was fi lm. In a population of low literacy, fi lm 
became an increasingly important medium to master: even the brightly 

     13     Memorandum by the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Malaya Committee, 
‘Information Services and Propaganda in Malaya’, 23 June 1950, TNA, CO 717/192/11.  

     14        Mubin   Sheppard  ,  Taman Budiman:  Memoirs of an Unorthodox Civil Servant  
( KL :  Heinemann Educational Books (Asia) ,  1979 ),  146  .  

     15     Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 73.  
     16     Malayan Union,  Annual Report of the Department of Broadcasting, 1946  (Singapore: 

Government Printing Offi ce, 1946), 13.  
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coloured poster and leafl ets were no match for the thrilling immediacy of 
a fi lm. The Malayan Film Unit (MFU) had been set up a few months after 
the DPR itself in June 1946. It had been the brainchild of the redoubt-
able Meryvn Sheppard (1905–1994) around 1943, when he had been 
interned as a prisoner of war in Changi, Singapore. Sheppard became 
the fi rst director of the DPR.  17   In early 1946 he met Ralph Elton, a fi lm 
director with the British Crown Film Unit (CFU), a meeting which pro-
vided him the opportunity to purchase fi lm equipment from the British 
Army Film and Photographic Unit (AFPU) which had been recently 
disbanded in Singapore. Elton became the fi rst director of the MFU, 
but died suddenly, and Harry William Goovan, who had been employed 
as a writer and trainer with the MFU, took over. The MFU did not take 
long to come up with its fi rst fi lms: the fi rst one,  The Face of Malaya , was 
produced in 1947, a review of the current housing problem in Malaya 
which portrayed the government as the benign provider of welfare to a 
people in plight. The MFU was made a commercial branch of the infor-
mation department in 1949, and continued to produce propaganda fi lms 
throughout the Emergency.  18   

 Broadcasting, especially mobile broadcasting, also greatly extended 
the range of the infl uential state, and was the natural extension of 
fi lm production. In 1936 the BMBC had been set up in Singapore, 
and by 1946 had been merged with a Malayan branch of it into the 
Pan-Malayan Department of Broadcasting, or Radio Malaya. It was 
located in Singapore, which was the media hub of the peninsula: it had 
access to international news agencies, and enjoyed the best radio cover-
age of the peninsula since its shortwave paths could stream northward 
on either side of the mountainous spine which bisected the peninsula 
down the center.  19   In 1947 there were just 10,200 radio licenses issued 
in Malaya; by 1960 some 226,000 were being issued. One estimate of 
the total radio audience in Malaya and Singapore in 1959, accounting 
for the fact that license numbers did not accurately refl ect the size of 
the actual listening audience, was 990,000 – the highest density listen-
ing audience in Southeast Asia.  20   Mobile units were more agile ways to 
reach populations outside the well-served rural areas. Organized by the 
DPR, these units disseminated 16mm documentary fi lms and newsreels 

     17     See Sheppard,  Memoirs .  
     18        Hassan Abdul   Muthalib  , ‘ The End of Empire: The Films of the Malayan Film Unit 

in 1950s British Malaya ,’ in  Film and the End of Empire , ed.   L. J.   Grieveson  , and   Colin  
 MacCabe   ( London :  British Film Institute ,  2011  ).  

     19     Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 75.  
     20        Russel H.   Betts  ,  The Mass Media of Malaya and Singapore as of 1965: A Survey of the 

Literature  ( Cambridge, MA. :  Center for International Studies, MIT ,  1969 ),  66 – 68 .   
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on the Emergency, and also shuttled publicity teams around the coun-
try to speak directly to rural populations. In 1947 it was estimated that 
more than two million people attended addresses by these mobile pub-
lic address unit teams, holding forth to the listening crowd on subjects 
ranging from nutrition and public health to trade unionism and law and 
order.  21   

 Later on, in the Emergency, these battleship-grey mobile units, the 
larger and more equipped of which were affectionately termed  seladang  
(Malay for a kind of bison), became a staple of government public out-
reach. They roamed around Malaya making stops in towns and villages 
along the way, often accompanied by police escorts. At each stop, the van 
doors would be thrown open and all manner of enticing contents would 
emerge. Perhaps a scratchy but irresistibly familiar song would wheeze 
forth from an overworked gramophone unit; perhaps the offi cers would 
unfold boards of wartime pictures and information leafl ets from around 
Malaya; perhaps on a makeshift table would be displayed the latest in 
health offerings – vials, pills, and other modern medicines with the stamp 
of government approval on them. Children clustered around fi rst, with 
adults lurking nonchalantly behind them. These visits were said to be the 
talk of the town for days afterward.  22   Alongside these mobile broadcast-
ing units, amateur theatrical groups also toured the Malay states staging 
didactic productions on ‘the virtues of Savings, Food Production, Health 
through the use of Western Medicine, the importance of Education, 
the antisocial activities of the Black Market and the importance of a 
practical policy to the Malay Feminist Movement’. By 1954 there were 
ninety mobile units serving more than one million residents of Malaya 
per month – an eightfold increase from just seven years earlier – which 
meant that the state was reaching into people’s lives on a scale hitherto 
almost unimaginable.  23   

 Yet the reach of the DPR, especially in these early years, should not 
be wholly overestimated; the department’s enthusiastic assessment of its 
own effi cacy and impact was at least somewhat overstated. Each technol-
ogy of infl uence had its intrinsic shortcomings. To take one example, the 
low levels of literacy among the government’s leafl et target populations 
combined poorly with the government’s overenthusiasm in printing. 

     21     Malayan Union,  Annual Report of the Department of Public Relations, 1947  
(Singapore: Government Printing Offi ce, 1947), 6.  

     22     ‘The Work of the Public Address Unit: The Mouthpiece of the Government’,  Nanyang 
Siang Pau , 16 April 1954 for a detailed account by some journalists who followed a unit 
for a day.  

     23     Richard Stubbs, ‘Hearts and Minds in Guerrilla Warfare:  The Malayan Emergency 
1948–1960,’ (1989), 182.  
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Much of the early leafl et production went to waste, and leafl ets were 
frequently used as scrap paper.  24   One Malay civil servant posted to Ipoh 
as the Perak State PR Offi cer around 1946 recalls the early PR work of 
his state section as ‘wasted effort’:

  The pictures we displayed were of events which had taken place months earlier. 
A  survey of the poster campaign showed that no effect whatsoever had been 
made. Indians in the estates were more interested in the fi lms than in listening to 
the Government news broadcasts.   

 Mohd. Yusoff also provides a corrective to the DPR’s enthusiastic fi g-
ures on their information centres. He made a count of the number of 
people who came to read the material on offer in the reading rooms of 
which the department was so proud, and found that ‘though the total for 
the month was great, it was a case of the same people coming in every 
day. They were the type of people who had time on their hands’.  25   

 But the DPR undoubtedly oversaw, amidst the disorder of the imme-
diate postwar years, the establishment of a skeletal infrastructure of what 
I outlined earlier as an ‘infl uential state’, one whose publicity technolo-
gies would be harnessed quite naturally to military work. This new infl u-
ential state made for a mode of governance more invasive than any prewar 
incarnation of the Malayan state, and it was given weight, urgency, and 
structure through the privations of postwar reconstruction – and even-
tually, the anxieties of internal security. In 1948, with the declaration of 
Emergency, an Emergency Publicity Committee was established under 
the auspices of the PR department in order to consider the problem 
of operational propaganda, discuss major policy issues, review enemy 
propaganda trends, and make recommendations on directions for pro-
gress.  26   It met for the fi rst time on 23 July 1948, a month after a state 
of emergency was declared in Malaya. The result of these deliberations 
was the establishment of the Emergency Information Services (EIS) in 
September 1950, mandated to conduct psychological warfare, which was 
eventually merged into the Information Department and the Malayan 
Film Unit, and exerted some supervision over Radio Malaya. This, then, 
was the infrastructural behemoth with which the government waged pro-
paganda war during the Emergency, and which would come to shape 
so profoundly the capacities and interests of the postcolonial Malaysian 
state that emerged in its wake.  

     24     Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 74.  
     25        Mohamad   Yusoff  ,  Decades of Change: Malaysia, 1910s-1970s  ( Shah Alam, KL :  Penerbitan 

Universiti Universiti Teknologi MARA ,  1983 ),  325  .  
     26     Federation of Malaya and Singapore,  Annual Report for the Department of Broadcasting, 

1948  (Singapore: Government Printing Offi ce, 1948).  
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    The Linguistic Crisis: An Information Panic in 

the Making 

 As the colonial offi ce expanded into these new and extraordinary fi elds 
of governance and propaganda, the state had to acquire and hone the 
ability to speak to the people in their own languages. The technologies 
for doing so, discussed in brief earlier, were by no means perfect. Yet 
the real problem lay not with the technologies of communication, but 
with the communicators themselves. In particular, it was the problem of 
translation which assumed increasing prominence in the task of commu-
nicating with the people: more urgently and importantly than perhaps 
at any point in the colonial state’s history. Two government institutions 
felt this burden of translation most keenly:  the police and the Public 
Relations Offi ce. For the postwar turbulence and the subsequent dec-
laration of Emergency began to create new and urgent needs that drew 
these two institutions to the same objectives. Prisoners had to be interro-
gated in their own languages. Captured documents had to be read, trans-
lated and analysed for intelligence. The local press of all languages had 
to be scrutinized for seditious material; books and mail from all over the 
world had to be stopped at the gates and censored. Finally, propaganda, 
whatever technological conduit through which it would be channelled to 
the public, had to be drafted in at least four languages in order to reach 
the enemies and cultivate the friends of the state. The commitment to 
producing propaganda in Malay, Tamil, and all the major Chinese lan-
guages, even in so large and complex undertakings as the documentary 
fi lms and dramas of the Malayan Film Unit, was by any measure a tre-
mendous undertaking.  27   

 Some sense of the diffi culties of multilingual administrative transla-
tion can be had by examining the PRO, where the greed for transla-
tion for the purposes of governance is very clear. The PRO began as a 
branch of the colonial secretariat in 1949, tasked mostly with oversight of 
colonial information institutions such as the British Council, museums, 
and libraries, as well as administrative, fi nancial, and executive control 
of all PR matters in the colony. George Thomson, an energetic and elo-
quent man by most accounts, was appointed PR Offi cer in 1950, and 
under him, the work of public relations took on new life. At the end of 
1952, the offi ce was divorced from the colonial secretariat and recon-
stituted into a separate entity. Now called the Public Relations Offi ce, 
it was subdivided into fi ve departments refl ecting the scope of its func-
tions: Administration, Press, Publicity, Exhibition, and Translation. 

     27     See Hassan Abdul Muthalib, ‘Films of the Malayan Film Unit.’  
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 Within the administration, it was the PRO which eventually came to 
possess the most qualifi ed multilingual translation expertise concen-
trated in one department. Their translation department remained, for 
most of the 1950s, unmatched by any other branch of government – save 
perhaps for the Special Branch, whose translators were, for reasons to do 
with security, not available for general use by other government depart-
ments.  28   Some of the most important work the PRO did concerned 
oversight of the non-English press:  its small offi ce of Asian translators 
singlehandedly produced daily and weekly digests of all the major news-
papers in Singapore. Over the course of the Emergency, the PRO grad-
ually became the state’s multilingual mouthpiece. Employing new media 
which had become more widely available, it produced material for radio, 
fi lm, and print. Its translation teams composed four-language broadcasts 
about the Emergency, offered four-way subtitles for fi lms intended as 
propaganda, and translated civics instruction booklets into four lan-
guages. Mobile fi lm units were staffed by polyglot employees who could 
always speak in local patois and dialects. In short, the PRO took on, 
incrementally over time, the tasks of government translation: it was the 
channel through which the government addressed a multilingual elector-
ate with the purpose of propagandizing independence. 

 News of the PRO’s translation capabilities rapidly spread throughout 
government departments. Throughout the 1950s, due to the skilled lan-
guage offi cers it employed as part of its permanent staff, the PRO found 
itself increasingly swamped by translation requests from other depart-
ments within the colonial offi ce, and even from non-governmental soci-
eties, clubs, and other organizations. These requests were devastating in 
both quantity and banality. A glance through their translation records 
for a single year yield the following: spell-checks on multilingual editions 
of street signs; checks on bilingual editions of a society’s regulations to 
see if the language versions tallied in meaning; impassioned pleas for 
a ‘charitable’ (i.e., free) translation of the rules for the acquisition and 
disbursement of hajj tickets; bills and reports that demanded vernacular 
dissemination; and endless other fl ecks of administrative miscellany.  29   
The mundanities of monolingual governance in a plurilingual society 
were siphoned through the Offi ce, and it complained loudly and often 
of being thoroughly overworked. In 1954 things came to a head. The 
Chief Translator Quek Kiok Chiang passed on to George Thomson an 
imperious request from the Director-General of Civil Aviation for six 

     28     Letter from Superintendent MSS (Singapore) to Adkins, 18 January 1947, SNA, 
SCA 32/47.  

     29     From perusal of fi le ‘Requests for Translations’ for the year 1954, in SNA, PRO 22/54.  
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Malay translations of ‘Crash-Emergency-and-Fire Orders and Airport 
Fire & Rescue Services Standing Orders’. ‘It is quite an undertaking,’ 
Quek Kiok Chiang, the Chief Translator at the PRO, commented acidly. 
‘It seems we are becoming a Translation Bureau for most Government 
Departments.’  30   Thomson brandished at the Colonial Offi ce a list of 
ailments arising from their onerous translation work  – among them 
eye-strain, headaches, back pains, and sinusitis – and wrote peevishly to 
the Colonial Secretary:

  If work of this kind is to be expected from this offi ce, I would like it agreed in 
principle that if it is the function of this offi ce to carry out work of this kind for 
other Government Departments, and if that involves a volume of work which 
the present staff cannot carry, a case has been established for the increase of the 
translation staff of this offi ce acting as the agent for all other Government depart-
ments in matters of translation in Malay and Tamil and, subject to agreement 
with the SCA, in Chinese.  31     

 By 1956 the PRO was at the forefront of new proposed scheme to 
create an offi cial centralized translation section which would handle all 
the language matters of the colony more effectively. The proposed trans-
lation section would continue to produce its press digests but would 
have the staff to extend surveillance coverage to the so-called ‘mosquito 
press’, which were ephemeral non-dailies that were often more polemic 
and radical for their transience, and had a very large circulation but were 
hard to keep track of. It would also translate all government statements, 
public correspondence, and departmental requests into all four lan-
guages ‘without delay’.  32   

 The problem of translation was felt even more acutely in the civil ser-
vice. The need for effective communication was given military urgency 
during the Emergency, and this created new pressures on a civil service 
whose linguistic capacities, already brittle, were strained to breaking. 
This was particularly strongly felt among the Chinese-speaking branches 
of the MCS. We discussed the momentous consequences of the Japanese 
occupation in  Chapter 3 . Another critical effect that the war had was on 
the colonial state’s language capacities. If the prewar colonial state had 
maintained a fragile system of governance over its multilingual society, 
that was all but lost in the postwar era. In purely administrative terms, 
the loss in trained expertise in the few Chinese-language personnel the 

     30     Note from Quek Kiok Chiang to George Thomson, 16 December 1954, SNA, 
PRO 22/54.  

     31     Minute from George Thomson to Colonial Secretary, 30 June 1955, SNA, PRO 381/55; 
Minute from George Thomson to Colonial Secretary, 26 March 1955, SNA, PRO 22/54.  

     32     Proposed Reorganization of the Translation Section, 14 Jan 1956, SNA, PRO 381/55  
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MCS had access to generated something of a ‘knowledge panic’ among 
the British.  33   The technocrats had disappeared. About 80 to 90% of the 
offi cers in the prewar MCS had been interned by the Japanese, and of 
the 1,037 new offi cers recruited for the BMA as of March 1945, only 
244 of them had previously held pensionable Colonial Offi ce appoint-
ments.  34   Of the offi cers that had survived or returned, few were from 
a Chinese-speaking background. Nine MCS offi cers from the Chinese 
Protectorate had died during the war. During the war, a list had been 
hastily assembled in 1943 of known living MCS offi cers who knew lan-
guages ‘other than Malay’. ‘What we must have, and it is one of the few 
things we can be certain about, is a group of competent offi cers who are 
thoroughly experienced in Malaya as regards both Chinese and Indian 
local affairs,’ Edward Gent wrote in 1943. Yet only six Cantonese speak-
ers and two Hokkien speakers could be located, along with six Tamil 
speakers. Of the two Cantonese speakers, two were not fully qualifi ed 
under the prewar language-training system, and the two Hokkien speak-
ers had not even passed the fi rst exam.  35   

 As part of the postwar vision for Malaya, the British sought to adopt 
a more streamlined and effi cient approach to the governance of their 
polyglot populations. It was considered that in anticipation of the 
imminent reshaping of the political and governmental units of Malaya 
as well as of citizenship, the affairs of the Chinese-speaking com-
munities should no longer be administered under a separate depart-
ment. Under the Malayan Union proposals, the British thus decided 
to abolish the prewar Chinese Protectorate in favour of consolidating 
its Chinese-language expertise into the Labour Department, which 
would henceforth deal not only with the administration and regulation 
of Indian labour, as had been its wont in the prewar years, but with 
labour as a whole. The Protectorate’s Chinese speakers and translators 
were absorbed into the Labour Department or seconded to intelligence 
or police branches of the government. Recognizing a continuing need 
for specialist advice on the Chinese communities, however, the posi-
tions of Secretary of Chinese Affairs were created in Singapore and 
the new Malayan Union, and each secretariat contained a small staff 
of translators and Chinese-speaking MCS offi cers. Cadet recruitment 
for Chinese-speaking staff resumed in 1946, and for several years after 

     33     For description of the concept of a ‘knowledge panic’ in an Indian context, see 
   Christopher   Bayly  , ‘ Knowing the Country: Empire and Information in India ,’  MAS   27 , 
no.  1  ( 1993 ),  3 – 43  .  

     34     Kratoska,  Japanese Occupation of Malaya , 307–08.  
     35     Frank Brewer, ‘Malaya – Administration of Chinese Affairs, 1945–57’, enclosure in let-

ter to Robert Heussler, 8 March 1982,  Heussler Papers , Box 9, File 4.  
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the war Chinese- and Indian-speaking MCS offi cers fi lled most of the 
senior posts in the new Labour Department. 

 The loss of Chinese-language expertise was also felt strongly in the 
intelligence services. The principal body of intelligence collection for the 
BMA and subsequently the Malayan Union was the Malayan Security 
Services (MSS). The MSS was responsible for the general provision of 
political and security intelligence, operating on a pan-Malayan basis 
from its headquarters in Singapore. Though principally operative from 
1945 onwards, it had actually been founded before the war in September 
1939 by Arthur Dickinson, Inspector-General of the Straits Settlements 
Police, and for the brief period before the Japanese takeover, it had been 
responsible for keeping surveillance tabs on the immigrant Japanese pop-
ulation, liaising with intelligence bodies in other parts of the empire and 
monitoring political developments in the peninsula.  36   The MSS has been 
widely chastised for failing to provide advance warning of the communist 
uprising. It was disbanded shortly after the declaration of Emergency 
and its functions were taken over by two special branches formed as 
subdivisions of the Malayan and Singaporean Criminal Investigation 
Departments (CID). In numerous institutional postmortems since, 
many blamed its lack of focus and particularly lack of expertise pre-
vented it from performing its intelligence duties well. Some have bran-
dished  ad hominem  against its director, J. D. Dalley, who was perceived 
as a ‘prima donna’ and a ‘loner’:  a diffi cult individual with whom to 
work, and who insisted on running the MSS as his personal ‘cloak and 
dagger operation’, and as an empire unto itself outside the regular struc-
tures of the police.  37   Yet the story of the MSS’s failure has been compli-
cated in recent times, and its legacy awaits fuller reappraisal. A recent 
study brings new evidence to the fore of interdepartmental in-fi ghting – 
the result of a ‘protracted turf war’ between the MSS and the British 
Security Service (MI5) in London, which the authors suggest sealed the 
fate of the MSS for reasons not entirely to do with its performance.  38   
And fl ecks of secret correspondence in recently migrated Foreign Offi ce 
fi les suggest that Dalley may have been more astute about internal secu-
rity and less maniacally isolationist than he has been made out to be. In 
March 1947 he wrote: ‘In my opinion, the situation is urgent. We do not 
begin with the shooting of guns. There is a period of psychological and 

     36     For a survey see    Leon   Comber  , ‘ The Malayan Security Service (1945–1948) ,’  Intelligence 
and National Security   18 , no.  3  ( 2003 ),  128–53  .  

     37     See    Leon   Comber  ,  Malaya’s Secret Police 1945–60: The Role of the Special Branch in the 
Malayan Emergency  ( Singapore :  Institute for Southeast Asian Studies ),  43  .  

     38        Roger   Arditti   and   Philip H.  J .  Davies  , ‘ Rethinking the Rise and Fall of the Malayan 
Security Service, 1946–48 ,’  JICH   43 , no.  2  ( 2015 ),  292 – 316  .  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.006
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:28:04, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.006
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Word Wars148

ideological preparations. That period has begun and we are unprepared 
for it . . . I would also like to point out that the Malayan Security Service 
is not, and cannot be isolated; it must be a part of and fi t into the bigger 
frame-work of Empire security.’  39   

 But in whatever directions the fi ngers continue to be pointed, it seems 
clear at the very least that the MSS’s failure was symptomatic of a larger 
linguistic crisis in the colonial state: a crisis born from and exacerbated 
by a ‘knowledge panic’ in the administration which arose fundamentally 
from an inability to speak to, and listen in on, polyglot subject popula-
tions. Dalley, as a Malay-speaking offi cer, had been disposed to give fuller 
attention to Malay and Indonesian affairs rather than Chinese affairs; he 
was not a ‘Chinese-language offi cer’ and his prewar station had been in 
Perak, dealing with Malay political activities and secret societies. In the 
MSS, generally there was only one European offi cer, Ian Wylie posted 
in Selangor, who spoke any amount of Chinese, and his language skills 
had been acquired before the war. Dalley himself was extremely con-
scious of the shortfall in language expertise in the MSS. In several mem-
orandums to the Governor-General, he made an insistent case for hiring 
more intelligence experts with language and, as he put it, ‘experience 
of the Asiatic’. He pleaded for permission to recruit more such offi cers, 
and had particular candidates in mind, identifying one with ‘knowledge 
of the Indian political background’; another with ‘knowledge of Chinese 
character [and who] speaks one Chinese dialect and speaks Hindustani’; 
another who ‘speaks and writes Malay, has some knowledge of Javanese, 
and spent 15 years planting in North Sumatra.’  40   

 Several months later he made a further plea for the MSS to be staffed 
with more and better paid translators and clerks, who, he said, ought 
to be paid as well as possible due to the highly sensitive nature of their 
work, and to incentivize the long training period required for languages 
such as Chinese and Japanese. He also proposed, and in February 1948 
received approval for, the establishment of a disproportionate number 
of ‘superscale posts’ in the MSS in order to attract the best European 
intelligence offi cers, a move which would expand the senior staff of the 
MSS considerably on the very eve of the declaration of Emergency.  41   
However, in these 1947 proposals, he also called for a  reduction  in 
the number of Chinese MSS clerks  – from the 26 provided for in 

     39     J. D. Dalley, Secret memorandum, ‘Staffi ng Malayan Security Service’, 21 March 1947, 
TNA, FCO 141/17012.  

     40     Dalley, ‘Staffi ng Malayan Security Service’.  
     41     Dalley, ‘MSS Organization’, 8 May 1946, TNA, FCO 141/17012. See also Confi dential 

savingram no. 197, Governor of Singapore to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, 28 
February 1948, FCO 141/17012.  
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departmental estimates down to 12 – and for a reduction in the number 
of male Chinese translators from 13 down to 11. These losses would be 
balanced with the addition of two Japanese translators who could also 
work in Chinese, and with a fourfold increase of ‘Confi dential Lady 
Secretaries’ available for security administration. These recommen-
dations were likely not Dalley’s wrongheaded assessments about the 
importance of Chinese-language intelligence work. Instead, one may 
deduce from his strong recommendation that each Chinese clerk be 
provided with a 20% ‘Security allowance’ that his reasons for  reduc-
ing  Chinese staff, in a recommendation document which was otherwise 
all about  expanding  the size of the MSS, were security-related. Dalley 
had perhaps found it either diffi cult or dangerous to fi nd and employ 
twenty-six Chinese men to do sensitive intelligence work.  42   Again, the 
familiar theme of distrust and dependence re-emerges, in interestingly 
gendered form, some seventy years after the travails faced by William 
Pickering and his contemporaries in  Chapter 1 . 

 When the MSS expired, it bequeathed to its successors, the Criminal 
Investigation Departments of Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, an enor-
mous backlog of captured, but untranslated and unanalyzed, communist 
documents in Chinese.  43   These only grew in number, complexity, and 
importance, and were not accompanied by a concomitant increase in 
the capacity of the colonial state to deal with them. From 1949 onwards, 
the lack of Chinese-language trained offi cials came under increasing 
address by various sections of the government, especially in the wake 
of the Communist Revolution in China. Over the next two years, a 
steady stream of offi cials and advisors from Britain visited Malaya to 
appraise the security situation, including Field Marshal Sir William Slim, 
Chief of the British Imperial General Staff in October 1949 and Oliver 
Lyttleton, Secretary of State for the Colonies, in 1951. Both Slim’s and 
Lyttleton’s offi cial reports laid emphasis on the language defi ciencies of 
the security forces. Slim commented that the police and civil admin-
istration in Malaya seemed to be simply not ‘capable of dealing with 
the Chinese’, and recommended seconding or transferring Chinese or 
British Chinese-speaking Special Branch offi cers and constables from 
Hong Kong.  44   Oliver Lyttleton, two years later, lamented the lack of 
Chinese police offi cers and was much taken by the racial dynamics of 
the Emergency:  ‘To-day 95 per cent of the bandits are Chinese, while 
more than 90 per cent of the police are Malays’; specifi cally only 1,860 

     42      Ibid .  
     43     Comber,  Malaya’s Secret Police , 34.  
     44      Ibid ., 133–34.  
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of 38,466 Special Constables were Chinese, whereas 2,409 out of 
2,578 ‘bandits’ killed were Chinese.  45   

 Desperate for trustworthy Chinese-speaking offi cers, the government 
drastically lowered standards for Chinese speaking Europeans admitted 
into the MCS. Prewar offi cers selected to learn Chinese had been sent 
to China for 18  months to two years, and in the immediate postwar 
period, the administration initially sought to continue this procedure. 
But the demands of Emergency governance placed enormous strain on 
both civil and police administration. By the end of the 1940s, it was felt 
that offi cers simply could not be spared for such long periods of study. 
In addition, the colonial government recognized that it would likely not 
be able to continue sending cadets to study in Macau, given the revo-
lution in China in 1949 and the precipitous decline in Anglo-Chinese 
foreign relations. Thus, as Lyttleton noted, while police and civil ser-
vice offi cers before the war were standardly required to pass language 
exams in Malay, Chinese, or Tamil within two to three years of appoint-
ment, since the Emergency had begun, offi cers in the Police service were 
appointed on recommendation of the Commissioners of Police of either 
the Federation or Singapore, regardless of whether they had passed lan-
guage tests.  46   

 The allocation and posting of the few specialist offi cers the admin-
istration did have access to also appears to have been more haphazard 
than in the prewar years. J.  D. H.  Neill, by his own account the ‘last 
Hokkien cadet’, refl ected on the experience in his memoirs of arriving 
in Singapore in 1945 and being eventually press-ganged into Chinese 
language study. Following the old prewar procedures, he was sent for 
six months’ worth of language training in Singapore before being sent 
to China for eighteen months, disembarking in Amoy on the eve of the 
Emergency in May 1948. His experience was not unlike all his anteced-
ent technocrats, some of whom we met in  Chapter 1 . He struggled with 
Hokkien: ‘the fi rst few days rolled into weeks of heartbreaking despair 
as I struggled with Mr Lim and with the tones, noises and sounds that 
seemed to make up no pattern, no harmony, and had little meaning 
for anyone’.  47   Having mastered Hokkien, he returned to Singapore in 
1950 to fi nd the administration in the chaos of insurgency. No one, he 
observed, seemed to be organizing where to send language expertise. In 
what he characterizes as a spasm of administrative ineffi ciency, he ended 

     45     Oliver Lyttleton, ‘Report on the Federation of Malaya and its “Emergency”, 
Memorandum by the Secretary of State for the Colonies, 21 December 1951, TNA, 
CAB 129/48, 11. Hereafter ‘Lyttleton Report’.  

     46     Lyttleton Report, ‘Language Teaching’, Appendix VIII, pp. 269–70.  
     47        Desmond   Neill  ,  Elegant Flower: First Steps in China  ( London :  John Murray ,  1956 ),  38  .  
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up being sent to an area of Pahang where, as he discovered on his fi rst 
day, the Chinese-speaking population predominantly spoke Cantonese, 
and his two-year stint in Hokkien study was almost completely useless.  48   

 In addition, the standards for Chinese translators employed by the 
government dropped precipitously in comparison to prewar standards. 
MSS Chinese translators typically had to meet lower criteria for accep-
tance into intelligence translation service than their counterparts in the 
court and civil interpreter services, and for reasons of intelligence secu-
rity, the better certifi ed translators were not permitted to work in the 
MSS if they also did work for any other administrative department.  49   
Yet, as Dalley complained, pay rates for translators failed to refl ect need 
and urgency. ‘A translator in the MSS – who handles very secret docu-
ments and has available to him information of a highly secret nature – is 
paid less than a translator in the Chinese secretariat, where, at most, 
they handle confi dential information’.  50   This poor incentive structure 
was accompanied by declining standards. At the turn of the century, a 
third-grade Chinese interpreter had to have some knowledge of English, 
two topolects, and a fair grasp of basic writing. A second-grade inter-
preter was required to speak English correctly, know three topolects, and 
write well. A fi rst-grade interpreter – the gold standard of colonial inter-
preters, true bilinguals – was fl uent in written and spoken English, and 
in at least three topolects, with full knowledge of the Chinese script.  51   
Testimonials from those who were translators or interpreters in the 1920s 
and 30s attest to ever-increasing standards of rigour in the Government 
Offi cer Examination Syllabus for Chinese language interpreter qualifi ca-
tions.  52   But after the war, requirements for Chinese interpreters across 
the board relaxed substantially. The qualifi cations for interpreter-clerks 
in 1946, as published in the Gazette, stated that the Inspector-General 
would consider for appointment to Grades 2 and 3 candidates who pre-
sented with knowledge of only one topolect, if they also had knowledge 
of the Chinese script.  53   Thus, ironically, Emergency conditions were 
cited as a reason for fewer cadets having time to learn languages, and 
lower standards for translators, at a time when, so it seemed, they were 
most needed.  54   

     48      Ibid .  
     49     Letter from N. G. Morris, Superintendent (MSS, Singapore) to E. C. S. Adkins (SCA), 

18 Jan 1947, SNA, SCA 32/47.  
     50     Memorandum from J. Dalley to Ralph Hone, 13 July 1948,  Dalley Papers .  
     51      Straits Settlements Government Gazette , 21 March 1902.  
     52      Sng interview.   
     53     ‘Qualifi cations for Clerks and Interpreters’, 1946, SNA, SCA 57/46.  
     54     Lyttleton Report, ‘Language Teaching’, Appendix VIII, 269–70.  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.006
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:28:04, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.006
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


Word Wars152

 All this points to a language crisis in the administration. As a 
combined consequence of these technocratic defi ciencies and the 
deteriorating situation in China, there began to be felt a need for a 
government-run, local language instruction system. For a short while 
after the Communist revolution in China, language-training operations 
shifted to Macao and Hong Kong; feeling the lack of Hokkien-language 
training from the closing of Amoy, Taiwan was sought as a tempo-
rary alternative destination for Hokkien cadets, but eventually proved 
unsuitable.  55   Thus, in 1951 a proposal was put forward by the SCA to 
establish a local Hokkien and Cantonese school for police and admin-
istrative offi cers. It was placed under the directorship of R. H. Oakley, 
a Cantonese-speaking offi cer who would also be in charge of teach-
ing Cantonese, and a Hokkien-speaking professor of linguistics, N. C. 
Bodman, who had been seconded from the Foreign Service Institute 
in Washington DC. The school was to be located in the Cameron 
Highlands, an idyllic, mock-Tudor village nestled in the cool green 
hills of Pahang, long a haven for British offi cials seeking respite from 
the relentless tropical heat. A sum of $149,000 was allocated from the 
Federal budget for it.  56   

 Despite the promise of the course, the training of more offi cers in 
Chinese languages proved to be unendingly problematic. For one thing, 
it had not been easy to fi ll the student roster. Singapore had to be cajoled 
to fi ll the quota allocated to them (a mere eight places); several offi cers 
tested for aptitude to take the course had stated that they were unwilling 
to take the course because it would upset their domestic arrangements, 
and N. G. Morris, the Commissioner of Police in Singapore, remarked 
dryly to the SCA that some candidates were ‘not trying very hard’ at 
the test as a result.  57   Later in the course there were dropouts as a result 
of unsupportive or unsatisfactory domestic arrangements. One cadet 
had been absent from classes for three weeks due to the death of his 
child, and so had been completely incapable of taking the fi nal exam. 
John Davis was one of his examiners, and showed little patience for weak 
excuses from his British students, such as deaths of children and so on. 
Previously of Force 136, a British special operation to establish contact 
with and train communist guerrillas during the Japanese occupation, 
Davis had spent the wartime years in the jungle with Chinese guerrillas, 
and left with enormous respect for communist culture and discipline. 

     55     Brewer, ‘Malaya – Administration of Chinese Affairs, 1945–57’.  
     56     Letter from Chief Secretary S. Angus to Colonial Secretary, Singapore, 7 May 1951, 

SNA, SCA 38/53.  
     57     Letter from Commissioner of Police to SCA, 28 September 1951, SNA, SCA 38/53.  
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Perhaps some of that austerity coloured his examination style. He was 
entirely unsympathetic, and remarked in his report that ‘the carrying of 
failures is . . . ineffi cient and wasteful . . . All students should be genu-
ine volunteers, and as far as possible, unmarried, or at least, without 
children.’  58   

 There were also problems with the curriculum. In preparation for 
the course, instructors were sent to the London School of Oriental and 
African Studies (SOAS) to be trained to teach Cantonese to the MCS 
cadets, but they returned poorly trained, and with a poor opinion of the 
trainer. ‘The course [at SOAS] put on by Dr Simon for our teachers was 
very poor,’ Oakeley reported later, ‘and would have been useless had 
I not been there…however able a scholar Dr Simon may be he is no orga-
nizer and an indifferent teacher’.  59   Disagreements also arose concern-
ing the taught content of the course. Cantonese and Hokkien had been 
selected as the fi rst two courses to be offered, in large part due to their 
dialect dominance among the  civilian  Chinese-speaking population of 
Malaya. But several offi cials thought it was ‘a great mistake’ not to offer 
Hakka lessons, since the Hakka-speakers were thought to be ‘the most 
troublesome of all the Chinese from South China’. Others were anxious 
to drive up the number of Hokkien as opposed to Cantonese speakers 
in the force, and complained about the almost equal ratio offered by 
the school. William Goode, the Colonial Secretary, mildly suggested that 
since ‘all terrorists speak Mandarin’ that should be the language taught.  60   
Duly, from February 1953 onward, courses began to be offered in collo-
quial  putonghua  (‘Mandarin’ and Hakka). 

 The emphasis on spoken rather than written Chinese is a mark of 
the times. The Cameron Highlands curricula were designed to provide, 
as an ‘Emergency measure’, intensive six-month courses in colloquial 
Chinese, with an overwhelming emphasis on speaking rather than read-
ing and character recognition. It thus explicitly did not aim to reach 
prewar levels of fl uency, and there was to be no direct instruction in 
the written language. This was a signifi cant departure from the thrust 
of prewar philological ideals articulated in  Chapter 1  – that every offi cer 
should learn to read Chinese script fi rst before moving onto spoken and 
colloquial work.  61   In the work of propaganda, it was rather the inability 
to speak, rather than the inability to read or write, that most plagued the 
administration’s ability to reach audiences.  

     58     J. L. Davis, ‘Report on Examinations’, 24 July 1952, SNA, SCA 38/53.  
     59     Letter from R. H. Oakley to J. L. Duncanson, 17 October 1951, SNA, SCA 38/53.  
     60     Letter from J. N. Ward to Malayan Establishments Offi ce, 9 July 1952, SNA, SCA 38/53.  
     61     Note to fi le by G. W. Webb, 21 February 1952, SNA, SCA 167/47.  
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    Implausible Speakers: The Postwar Fate of the 

Language Technocracy 

 As we have seen, the state did not, during the Emergency, lack the 
infrastructural capacity for reaching audiences. New technologies were 
introduced, refi ned, and deployed with commendable speed and demon-
strable impact:  many memoirs and recollections of the Emergency, 
among guerrillas, police, and civilians alike, recall encountering the var-
ious instruments of the infl uential state. In 1952 Templer borrowed an 
American C-47 Dakota to undertake trials of voice propaganda from the 
air: the results were so good that voice propaganda by air quickly became 
a staple follow-up procedure to security-force operations.  62   A  Police 
Lieutenant who served during the Emergency, Roy Follows, recounts: ‘I 
heard the voice aircraft, asking the Communist terrorists to throw in the 
towel. When you could not see the plane, it was weird to hear this boom-
ing voice coming from somewhere above you…’  63   The diary of a commu-
nist woman, Soh Eng Loo, revealed that once, giddy with hunger, fl eeing 
from security forces and bombarded with mortar shells for a week, she 
heard a voice aircraft circling overhead, solemnly broadcasting a growing 
list of the dead and surrendered. Airborne voices would also call her by 
name and announce the death of her lovers; the last, Loh Choy, a mem-
ber of the Regional Committee, ‘[broke] my heart, and there is no point 
in continuing to write my diary, for my beloved will not come to life again 
to read it. I am sad and lonely and do not wish to live any longer.’  64   

 But speaking to the people and infl uencing them was not merely a 
matter of technology, and this is especially clear when we examine broad-
casting, which was one of the key instruments of infl uence in Emergency 
Malaya. The problem with broadcasting was rather the plurality of lan-
guages in which the broadcaster had to speak. For one thing, there were 
signifi cant opportunity costs incurred in distributing civic broadcast-
ing energies among the languages. The average monthly total of hours 
broadcast in Malaya in 1954 was more or less equal to that of the Home, 
Light, and Third Programmes of the BBC combined – 1,128 hours – 
but these had to be divided into 381 English hours, 380 Chinese hours, 
184.5 Malay hours and 182.5 Indian hours.  65   This problem was explicitly 

     62     Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 157–59.  
     63        Roy   Follows  ,  The Jungle Beat: Fighting Terrorists in Malaya , 2nd ed. ( Bridgnorth :  Travellers 

Eye ,  1999  ).  
     64        Harry   Miller  ,  Jungle War in Malaya:  The Campaign Against Communism, 1948–60  

( London :  Barker ,  1972 ),  144  .  
     65     Federation of Malaya and Singapore,  Annual Report for the Department of Broadcasting, 

1954  (Singapore: Government Printing Offi ce, 1954).  
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raised by J. S. Dumeresque, the Director of Broadcasting, at the fi rst Joint 
Information and Propaganda Committee (JIPC), held at the DPR offi ces 
in KL on 10 February 1950. The JIPC was mandated to ‘coordinate all 
the information and propaganda services in Malaya so as to ensure that 
they speak with one voice’, but the trouble was that this voice had to 
speak in so many languages, to so many target audiences who, for the 
most part, appeared almost completely discrete and had such different 
requirements: ‘for example, Malays, Chinese, Tamils, illiterates, women 
and children’.  66   With the creation of Community Listening, where the 
audiences were no longer the affl uent and the educated, it was even more 
imperative to clarify targets and priorities.  67   If not, the government risked 
engendering ‘a chaotic state of affairs arising whereby sets are installed 
higgledy-piggledy through the country serving a wide variety of com-
munities’ and the resulting clamour for appropriate programmes for all 
of these audiences would quite overcome the broadcasting department.  68   

 In addition, the Chinese programme had to be further subdivided. 
The expansion of Radio Malaya’s Chinese programme was a direct 
result of Emergency demands, with the total number of broadcasted 
topolects reaching an all-time high of seven by 1953:  ‘Mandarin for 
the younger generation; Cantonese, Amoy, and Teochew for the com-
mercial and industrial communities; Hakka for miners and farmers; 
and Foochow and Hylam for coffee shops and eating houses.’  69   This 
was a vast improvement from just four years earlier, when Rediffusion 
Malaya, a private wired radio service, offered dialect Chinese programs 
to subscribers at a time when Radio Malaya was offering only scheduled 
Chinese broadcasts in Mandarin.  70   The Chinese language programme 
presented a microcosm of the trouble of plurality – each programme had 
to be repeated two, three, or four times, each in a different dialect.  71   It 
was a problem that had been identifi ed long before, in an earlier age of 
amateur radio and the prewar Malayan radio programmes. In 1936, for 
example, the  Straits Times  received letters from listeners of the Chinese 
radio station, Radio Z.H.I., in Singapore, complaining that for three 
Thursdays running, the radio had broadcasted no other music except 
Teochew music. Radio Z.H.I., readers groused, should remember that 

     66     Minutes of the First Meeting of the JIPC, 10 February 1950, TNA, CO 537/6579.  
     67     On community listening, see Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 112–13.  
     68     J. Dumersque, ‘Report on Community Listening’, 16 August 1950, TNA, CO 537/3579.  
     69     Federation of Malaya and Singapore,  Annual Report for the Department of Broadcasting, 

1953  (Singapore: Government Printing Offi ce, 1953), 8.  
     70     McDaniel,  Broadcasting , 136–37.  
     71     See radio programme timetables from Singapore, appendix to Minutes of the 18th 

Meeting of the JIPC, 3 November 1950, TNA, CO 537/6579.  
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‘this is not the only class residing in Malaya’, and that the station ought 
to cater equally to all sections of the Chinese population. To which the 
 Straits Times  editorial dryly remarked that if the radio station did try to 
broadcast a mixed programme addressing all sections of the Chinese 
population, ‘We may soon see a modern version of the Tower of Babel 
myth, with a broadcasting station on the tower’.  72   

 Broadcasting also made painfully explicit a problem with colonial 
governance in translation:  there were few people capable of taking on 
the tasks of plausibly addressing the public. Nowhere more than in 
speech, infl ection and tone was the colonial voice more obviously alien, 
and more obviously colonial. In January 1954 General Templer made 
his now-famous broadcast address from a Voice Aircraft circling Ulu 
Klang and Ulu Semenyih areas of Selangor – audaciously, delivered in 
Mandarin:  ‘This is General Templer speaking to all armed members 
of the Malayan Communist Party. You needn’t be afraid and can sur-
render. This is my personal pledge to you. You will not be ill-treated.’ 
But it had taken him three days to master those four short sentences, to 
learn to avoid any tonal pitfalls so common to foreign speakers of the 
Chinese language that would render him an object of ridicule rather than 
confi dence.  73   

 The need for plausible voices compelled the government, from an 
early stage of this experimental broadcasting, to permit trusted Asian fi g-
ures to speak through this new governmental apparatus: Dato’ Onn and 
Tan Cheng Lock were regular features on Radio Malaya, of course, but 
in March 1949 for the fi rst time a Sultan’s voice was broadcast to Malay 
listeners in Pahang.  74   The royal voice continued to be used throughout 
the 1950s, particularly to announce or cheer on the ‘whitening’ of a state 
as resettlement schemes began to yield results. These were intermittent 
interventions. More sustained programmes, of the sort that could draw 
villagers together week after week into a tight, excitable cluster around 
the community radio at their local coffee shop, exposed even more obvi-
ously any shortfall in speaking ability. This may be why, particularly in 
the fi eld of entertainment broadcasting, so much mileage was made out 
of such a small handful of local individual speakers who enjoyed popu-
larity on air: Lee Dai Soh for the Cantonese speakers, and the so-called 
‘Truth Teller’ for the Tamil speakers. The Department of Broadcasting 
said proudly of the latter that his broadcasts were delivered in 

     72     ‘Teochew Jumble’,  ST , 17 August 1936. I am grateful to Chua Ai Lin for clarifying mat-
ters pertaining to this source with me.  

     73     ‘Sir Gerald Talks to Reds – in Chinese: Took 3 days to Master Text’,  ST , 23 January 1954.  
     74        T. N.   Harper  ,  The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2001 ),  280  .  
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  a chatty, humorous style . . . He is very clever, too, at fi nding an illustration from 
Indian philosophy or religion to lend weight to his arguments. [On Deepavali] he 
compared the Communist bandits to the evil demon Narakasura of the Hindu 
Scriptures who was slain by Sri Krishna, it being this triumph of good over evil 
that Deepavali commemorates: therefore, said Truth Teller, Deepavali should be 
made a day of rededication to the fi ght against evil as embodied in communism.  75    

 The alienness of the colonial offi cial, on the other hand, was fruit-
fully wrought into a trope:  the European plays the well-intentioned, 
long-suffering paternal fi gure imparting civic wisdom to the restive 
natives. This trope was successfully deployed, for example, in a series of 
Radio Malaya civic education broadcasts about the fi rst Federal elec-
tions. These were aired in six episodes in May and June 1955 on Radio 
Malaya’s Blue Network in the form of a series of carefully nonchalant 
scripted dialogues between Alam, the ‘restive native’, and Smee, the 
calm, rational government offi cial. 

  ALAM:    What is this man? What is all this speaking? What we want is action – not 
speeches. This is just like you governments [sic] servants – all talk and 
no work. There are thousands of things waiting to be done in this coun-
try – all we need is some of you lazy people to wake up and do them! 

 SMEE:    That’s just where you’re wrong. What we really need is more money to 
begin with [and] a shift of responsibility for public services from gov-
ernment servants and a nominated legislative council, to the shoulders 
of the people of the country and their representatives. 

 ALAM:    Wey! Wey! Wey! You are a politician is it? All hot air man! These big 
words wasting your breath … 

 SMEE:   I hope I’m not wasting my breath. 
 ALAM:    Look man, you can waste your breath all you like. Don’t worry – it’s 

yours! But don’t waste my time. Now say, what did you mean by all 
those long words just now? 

 SMEE:    I meant what I’ve been saying all along. The most diffi cult things in gov-
erning a country – whoever does the governing, are fi nding the money 
to pay for all the things which people expect government to do; and 
fi nding somebody to decide which of those things are the most impor-
tant objects on which to spend the money – when they get it.  76    

 The government’s decision to turn their public relations apparatus to 
the task of general ‘Civic Education’, which began in Malacca in 1952, 
committed them to popularizing political speech.  77   This was in part why 
the Cantonese and Hokkien pilot programs had the explicit intention 

     75     ‘Report on Community Listening in Rural Areas of Malaya’, 20 December 1951, TNA, 
CO 875/60/4.  

     76     Transcripts by Michael Smee, Radio Malaya Broadcasts, UL, RCMS 103/1/7.  
     77     See K.  J. Henderson, ‘Civics Courses and Community Development’,  Community 

Service Bulletin  5 no. 4, September 1954, enclosed in  Heussler Papers , Box 14, File 3.  
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of providing students with a wide general political vocabulary, giving 
emphasis to ‘words and phrases of special importance to the Emergency 
and political situation in Malaya’.  78   Yet the courses rather tended to instil 
a foundational knowledge in the specialized, arcane vocabulary of colo-
nial administration and bureaucracy. These vocabularies and lexicons 
were worlds apart from those employed by the populations they sought 
to reach, control, and govern over. We can get some sense of this dis-
junct from examining some of the dialogues and primers produced for 
the course by the Cameron Highlands school. One such text, for exam-
ple, comprised a lesson series of context-specifi c dialogues designed for 
translation into Chinese by the cadets. The workbook,  Malayan Dialogues 
for Translation , was divided into fi fteen topical dialogues in English 
between an offi cial and a Chinese subject, to be translated orally by the 
student into Cantonese or Hokkien.  79   It was designed to prepare cadets 
to assume their roles as authority fi gures, and to initiate them into a rep-
ertoire of ‘standard’ interactions with the Chinese-speaking communities 
in Malaya. The very fi rst lesson attempts to introduce Chinese name and 
birth customs, drawing the offi cer student into what feels, from the dia-
logue, to be a strange and alien world of inexplicable Chinese ways:  

  A:      Your surname is Wong, isn’t it?  
  B:     Yes.  
  A:     And your ‘given name’ is Ming Tak?  
  B:      Yes, but most people call me Ah Kau.  
  A:      I think this is most extraordinary. Ah Kau means dog and my servant’s child 

is called Ah Chu which means a pig, doesn’t it? Why do Chinese call their 
children by the names of animals?  

  B:      Because the parents want to deceive the evil spirits who might otherwise 
bring trouble to the children…     

 The primer prioritized bureaucratic and administrative interactions, 
such as ‘Trade Unions and Societies’ (Lesson 2), ‘Visit to a Tin Mine’ 
(Lesson 5), or civil disputes over wages, rent, swindling cases and other 
petty crimes. Such primers equipped these scholar-offi cials with a lan-
guage which was suited to a particularly technocratic task of communi-
cation. Where the dialogues feel most contrived are the conversations in 
which the colonial offi cial is to practice speaking to the impossibly duti-
ful colonial subject:

  Offi cer:  I have been told by the Registrar of Societies that you have applied for 
registration. Is that correct? 

     78     Frank Brewer, ‘Report on Examinations’, 28 December 1951, SNA, SCA 38/53.  
     79     Government Offi cers’ Chinese Language School,  Malayan Dialogues for Translation into 

Chinese  (KL: Government Chinese Language School, 1953).  
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 Chinese rep:  We have applied for registration as a registered society. We fi rst
  thought of applying for registration as an exempted society, but 

the Asst. Registrar of Societies has explained to us that because 
we make provisions for mutual benefi ts in our objects, we are not 
likely to be granted registration as an exempted society. [ . . . ] 

 Offi cer: Are you proposing to have any political activities? 
 Chinese rep:  No. We do not support any political party. We are all work-

ing men and businessmen without any interest in parties and 
politics.  80     

 It is perhaps little wonder that Frank Brewer, who examined the fi rst 
batch of candidates, commented that although the level of vocabulary 
imparted by the course was well above that of the high-level prewar cadet, 
the actual spoken fl uency achieved with the Cameron Highlands school 
course seemed thus far to be neither permanent nor natural. It is diffi cult 
to imagine what else they might have expected with just six months of 
study. One of the local Chinese examiners, Reverend Huang, revealed 
that the speech of one of the candidates he examined had only been ‘50% 
intelligible’ to him, whereas it had been fully intelligible to Brewer.  81    

    Plausible Speakers: Communist Oral Propaganda 

 In contrast to the immense public relations apparatus of the government, 
some sense of which has been attempted in this chapter, the commu-
nists seem almost laughably under-equipped. It has long been repeated 
that communications was the Achilles heel of CPM operations.  82   For 
example, the October directives of 1951 took a long time to fi lter through 
to all communist units:  by one account, almost two years.  83   Without 
access to wireless communications hardware, the CPM relied on what 
might be called ‘guerrilla communication’, making use of open and 
closed couriers, and dead- and live-letter boxes. In the open, they used 
women; in the jungle, there were no better couriers than the  orang asli . 
Intricate networks were established between the jungle and food- and 
information-supplying villages. Aware of the constant government patrol 
of telephone lines and the post, communist units eschewed untrusted 
forms of contact, and relied almost exclusively on personal contacts in 

     80      Ibid ., 3.  
     81     Brewer, ‘Report on Examination’.  
     82     The comment is attributed by Leon Comber to Maurice Oldfi eld, who delivered a 

lecture on the penetration of the MCP to Special Branch Training School students in 
1953; see    Leon   Comber  , ‘ “The Weather Has Been Horrible”:  Malayan Communist 
Communications during “The Emergency” (1948–60) ,’  Asian Studies Review   19 , no.  2  
( 1995 ),  37 – 57  .  

     83     Miller,  Jungle War , 104.  
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this network of trusted couriers.  84   With propaganda, however, it is largely 
seen to have been quite successful up until 1951. Until late 1950, com-
munist propaganda seems to have been a more common sight than gov-
ernment leafl ets and posters. When Hugh Carleton-Greene (1910–1987) 
visited Teriang and Temerloh upon his fi rst arrival into Malaya to assume 
his post as Head of EIS, he was driven through rubber estates with pro-
paganda posters neatly fi xed at intervals on the rubber trees. He was 
somewhat bemused to discover later on, contrary to his assumption, that 
the posters were not government but communist sheets.  85   

 Communist propaganda techniques were, however, remarkably suc-
cessful. They fell naturally along lines which old China hands in the 
SCA had recognized was effective. Some Chinese experts had already 
exhorted the government to undertake these methods almost from the 
beginning of the Emergency. In a memo which he described as contain-
ing nothing particularly original, only things which have ‘been said over 
and over again’, G. W. Webb at the SCA in Singapore, observed that, to 
speak effectively to the Chinese on civic matters, 

  much more propaganda of the personal, word-of-mouth kind is necessary. 
Broadcasts and talks in English will achieve nothing among [the Chinese-speaking 
Chinese]… But the most effective propaganda is that which is not obvious, but 
which is interpolated into ordinary conversation. Chinese speaking offi cers are 
doing this whenever the opportunity occurs, but there are so few of them that too 
little has been achieved so far.  86    

 Communist propaganda disseminated along networks similar to that of 
its internal communications: it was close to the ground, its protagonists 
mingled indistinguishably among the general population and operated 
at a very personal level. A good deal of Communist propaganda – often 
the most successful – was transmitted orally. As Lucien Pye noted in his 
study of guerrilla communism, personal contact was a great strength of 
the communists’ information strategy. Pye’s subjects were Surrendered 
Enemy Personnel (SEPs): communists who had defected or ‘turned’ to 
the side of the government, and who, therefore, to Pye, offered unique 
and authentic insights into communist culture to be compiled, analysed 
and applied ‘in the fi eld’. One of his SEP subjects remarked: ‘When peo-
ple talk with you, you can tell whether their information is reliable or not. 

     84     Comber, ‘Malayan Communist Communications.’  
     85     As told by Dr G. E. D. Lewis, Pahang State EIS Offi cer, to Leon Comber; see Comber, 

 Malaya’s Secret Police , 157. Greene later makes much of the imbalance; see Hugh 
Carleton Greene, Report on Emergency Information Services, September 1950  – 
September 1951, 14 September 1951, TNA, CO 537/7255.  

     86     G. W. Webb, ‘The Chinese in Malaya’ (Top Secret), 9 August 1948, RHL. Kindly pro-
vided to me by Tim Harper.  
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The Propagandists 161

You can’t do this with a newspaper. You can read the newspapers and you 
can fi nd all kinds of ideas, but how do you know which ones are true and 
which ones are false? You don’t know who wrote it, or why he wrote it, 
and therefore he might be cheating you.’  87   As another SEP put it, ‘leaf-
lets [are] important, but speech propaganda comes fi rst’.  88   Operational 
research investigating SEP statements found that news brought to guer-
rillas by rubber tappers and other estate workers were the most effective 
and most believed; and ‘evidence must be an eyewitness, hearsay was 
no good’. In most cases, government leafl ets (where they were not fl atly 
dismissed as unreliable nonsense, lies, or mere ‘canine wind breaking’) 
had a ‘last straw’ or ‘nudging’ effect; what carried weight was information 
which was ‘clearly independent of government sources’.  89   

 Communist oral propaganda was dedicated to using plain language to 
further their aims; nearly all instructional dialogues emphasize this. As 
one cadre put it, ‘If we really care about the extent to which we are under-
stood, we should use easy-to-understand arguments, and use the people’s 
language to speak patiently with them. Only then shall we really have 
the people’s attention. Conversely, if we continue to spout revolutionary 
jargon, the people will be like “ducks listening to thunder” (  ya zi ting 
lei  )’.  90   These propagandistic writings would include exemplary dialogues 
in order to demonstrate how best to win over their listeners. Reviewing 
the dialogues offered as real-life examples of oral propaganda, it is inter-
esting to see that localized slang and patois frequently intruded, includ-
ing Malay-based slang. In one exemplary dialogue (see  Appendix 2 ), we 
can fi nd uses of words like  ma da   馬打  for ‘police’, following the local 
Malay word  mata-mata ;  mi cha la   密查拉  for ‘trial/court hearing’, fol-
lowing the Malay  bicara ;  she si   設死  for ‘witness’, following the Malay 
 saksi ; or  sha la   沙拉  for ‘breaking the law’, following the Malay  salah .  91   In 
another issue of  Freedom News , Dato’ Onn bin Ja’afar, the much-vilifi ed 

     87        Lucian W.   Pye  ,  Guerrilla Communism in Malaya  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  1956  ).  
     88     Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 109.  
     89     Quotes from SEPs, in F. H. Lakin, ‘A Study of Surrender Behaviour Among Chinese 

Communist Terrorists in Malaya’, Operations Research Section (Psywar), Memo No. 
1/53, May 1953, TNA, WO 291/1763.  

     90     A Hakka or Cantonese expression indicating a situation when something spoken is 
completely unintelligible to its listeners. Qing, ‘Jingyan fabao:  Jinxing koutou xuan-
chuan de yixie jingyan cong shenghuo shuoqi’ (Experience Sharing: Conducting Oral 
Propaganda by Speaking from Life Experiences),  Assault News , 17, 15 May 1953, Jennie 
Barlow papers, British Library.  

     91     Lao Qing, ‘Huo shang jia you, tong ma yi dun’ (To Pour Oil on Fire; to Curse the 
Enemy),  Freedom News , 15 December 1953. All issues of  Freedom News  cited are drawn 
from reprints collected in    Kumar   Ramakrishna  , ed.  Freedom News: The Untold Story of the 
Communist Underground Publication  ( Singapore :  S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies ,  2008  ).  
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Malay leader of the pro-British UMNO, is referred to, without any par-
enthetical explication and in the highest tones of disgust, as  ma ye wu 
xu   妈业武须 , or ‘ banyak busuk’ ,  92   a delightful epithet from Malay which 
has no obvious Chinese equivalent.  93   Such language was designed to be 
understood, to resonate plausibly with their target audiences, to a degree 
of fl uency which British civil servants being trained for six months in the 
Cameron Highlands could hardly have hoped to achieve. 

 CPM methods of mass communication thus seem to have been genu-
inely successful at appealing to and attracting rural and illiterate groups 
in the population, at levels which government propaganda struggled to 
match. Communist propaganda made much use of verbal and visual 
techniques, like songs, talks, and plays, to dramatically illustrate the 
CPM’s political themes. Much of the groundwork for this was laid in the 
early years of the Sino-Japanese war, before the invasion of Malaya. As 
anti-Japanese sentiment swelled among Chinese populations in Malaya, 
it spawned a whole new literature, invigorated by a new wave of displaced 
Chinese writers after 1937, fl eeing privation and war on the mainland. 
In the years leading up to 1941, cultural and literary groups from China 
such as the Wuhan Choir and the New China Theatrical Troupe also 
came south, visiting Malaya on fundraising tours and spread stirring 
songs and militant spirits among their audiences. After the war, these 
cultural activities continued as the civil war in China escalated. An erst-
while CPM branch member in Kajang, Lin Yan, spoke of this period as 
one which ushered ‘new cultural forces’ to his hometown. He recalls 
a theatrical ensemble from Hong Kong conducted an extensive tour 
throughout Sumatra and the peninsula, and arrived in KL in 1947. They 
performed dances, folk songs, dramas, and even a full performance of 
the famous  yangge ju  (rice-sprout song operas)  Xiongmei Kaihuang   兄
妹开荒  (Brothers and Sisters Open Up the Wasteland), produced by the 
Lu Xun Academy in Yenan.  94   Such cultural tours fi red the imaginations 
of a whole wartorn generation of young Chinese. Amateur rural thespi-
ans, invigorated, latched onto mainland scripts to perform in their own 
towns: that same year an amateur theatrical troupe in Kajang performed 
a long drama, ‘Triumph’, whose plotline was a trenchant criticism of 
Chiang Kaishek’s civil war. Lin Yan recalls with enthusiasm: ‘When the 

     92     In English, literally, ‘exceedingly smelly’; best translated perhaps as ‘corrupt and rotten 
to the core’.  

     93     Unknown author, ‘Ge ming huo yan zai rou nan’ (The Revolutionary Flame in South 
Johor),  Freedom News , 15 May 1949.  

     94     On the form of the  yangge ju  and its successful deployment by communist propagandists 
during the early Mao years, see    Chang-tai   Hung  ,  Mao’s New World: Political Culture in the 
Early People’s Republic  ( Cornell University Press ,  2011 ),  75 – 91  .  
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story of the play reached its climax, and the young Kuomintang pro-
tagonists rebelled against Chiang’s war and crossed over to the people’s 
side . . . both actors and audiences were stirred into applause, shouting 
together: Down with Chiang’s civil war!’  95   

 The CPM was nourished on these cultural practices, and propagated 
them in turn. Songs and dramas of the Malayan Emergency tapped par-
ticularly deeply into Chinese cultural sensibilities; they functioned as 
communist propaganda but were imbued with more than doctrine. They 
drew on and invoked a world of ritual, language, folk culture, history, and 
ancestral memory, which layered their messages with depths of mean-
ing and signifi cance which early government propaganda, in particular, 
could rarely imitate.  96   Early leafl et government propaganda, in contrast, 
was frequently somewhat ham-fi sted in attempts to appeal to ‘Chinese 
culture’ to win over the communists. One such leafl et from 1950, for 
example, sternly chastizes communists in the jungle for neglecting their 
ancestors during Qingming or the Day of Ancestors, an annual festi-
val in which Chinese would visit the graves of their ancestors and pay 
their respects. It then exhorts communists to surrender so that they can 
honour their forebears.  97   These could have had little real purchase, com-
pared to, for example, popular Hakka songs like  san ko  ( shan ge ) or the 
modern song-and-dance stage shows,  ko tai  ( ge tai ), a popular form of 
prewar entertainment used to great effect by the CPM in the 1950s to 
‘extend its infl uence back into the cities’.  98   Little wonder, then, that an 
SEP recalled:

  I used to like best to [sic] take part in singing the Communist songs. When a 
group of us got up in front of our audience and sang some of them, I always 
got very excited and knew that we would conquer all. Nobody else had songs as 
fi erce or as brave as the Communist ones. After you heard them, how could you 
not believe that Communism would win?  99     

     95     Yan Lin,  Yongheng De Hongying  (Selangor, KL: Xuelan’e Jiaying Niugutou Shan xun 
nan lie shi jia shu wei yuan hui, 2001), ch. 10.  

     96     For a detailed appraisal of the successful strategies of the Chinese communists in reach-
ing out to rural audiences through popular cultural forms, see    Chang-tai   Hung  ,  War and 
Popular Culture: Resistance in Modern China, 1937–1945  ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  1994  ).  

     97     Emergency Leafl et #353, ‘ “Ching Ming” Festival: Have You Forgotten Your Ancestors?’, 
March 1950, TNA, CO 875/71/6.  

     98     Harper,  End of Empire , 290–91. On the ko-tai, see Tan Sooi Beng, ‘Ko-Tai: A New Form 
of Chinese Urban Street Theatre in Malaysia,’ Research Notes and Discussion Paper, 
no. 40, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (Singapore: ISEAS, 1984).  

     99     Testimony by SEP, quoted in Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 37. Ramakrishna, 
however, prefers to read this exact SEP quote as evidence that the CPM’s use of such 
songs ‘created a somewhat surrealistic environment which impaired . . . the judgement 
of new recruits’.  
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 Plays were also a popular, often hilarious medium. At a secret cel-
ebration in Singapore commemorating the twenty-second anniversary of 
the CPM in October 1951, communists staged a one-act satirical play 
entitled ‘Templer meets Gurney’, which proved ‘the most successful and 
the best acted’. It depicted the visitation of the ghost of Gurney upon 
General Templer:

  Gurney appeared with his body covered in mud and blood, his hair dishevelled, 
his heart excavated (because he was too cruel), his tongue cut off (because he 
fabricated lies and calumnies) and his hands chopped away (because he had 
killed innumerable Malayan people).   

 Gurney recounts the horrors of Hell, and counsels Templer to repent 
now and go home to England, ‘to avoid suffering an ignominious death 
like I did’. Templer replies:

  I have thought of that too. But . . . but Churchill will kick me in the back! . . . 
There is nothing that I can do about it . . .   

 When Templer came to think of his frightful future, he couldn’t help 
crying aloud: ‘Wu! Wu!’And Gurney is given to the gleeful rejoinder:

  Crying is no use for you and me. Your fate will be the same as mine. Ha! Ha! . . . 
Soon I shall have you as my companion! Cheerio, old Templer! We shall meet 
again in Hades!   

 To which Templer moans: ‘Oh – I’ll not – I’ll not – I’ll not . . . ’ 
 Upon learning of this, one offi cial was moved to remark: ‘I can’t really 

believe that we have the technique to win the hearts and minds of chaps 
like this’.  100   

 Such a play shows how the communists were able to tap plausibly and 
successfully into satirical humour, which is in many ways the mark of true 
linguistic mastery. The British attempted to mimic such humour when it 
briefl y captured the press of the Freedom News and used its equipment 
to print a mocking issue of the paper,  101   which is itself a good indicator 
that its propaganda teams recognized the great appeal of such satirical 
humour in these psychological battles. Humour and satire served deeper 
purposes than mere entertainment. Another play, published serially in 
 Assault News  ( Tuji Bao ), shows how communist plays could be not only 
highly (and plausibly) entertaining, but could also serve as exemplars for 

     100     ‘We Solemnly Commemorate the Birthday of the Party’,  Xue  1 October 1953; com-
ment by T. C. Jerrom, TNA, CO 1022/46.  

     101     The government seized the CPM’s Freedom News Printing press during a raid in 
August 1951, and used it to produce their version of  Freedom News , which was sarcas-
tically issued as ‘issue no. 25 (under new management)’. See  Freedom News , 15 August 
1951; galley proofs reproduced in Ramakrishna, ed.  Freedom News.   
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successful and loyal communist behaviour, as well as providing detailed 
defensive ammunition against the government’s propaganda offensives. 
As a rare fragment of preserved Malayan communist theatrical script, it 
is worth examining in more detail. 

 The play,  Doghouse  ( Gou wo ), is set in 1951.  102   It is set in a small house 
beside a police station:  this is the Doghouse, where communists who 
have defected to the government are kept. Whips hang on the wall; the 
room is spartan, and its walls and fl oors are, as the characters of the play 
repeat like a litany, covered with blood. We are introduced to a small, 
lively cast of defectors – Fu Nan, Lai Fu, and Zhao Gou – who wear their 
status with varying degrees of insouciance and shame, depending largely 
on the length of time since their defection. The play is centered around 
the government’s capture and interrogation of two communists. The fi rst 
is a female party member, Ah Lan, who is alternately brutally tortured 
and cunningly cajoled, but refuses to divulge any information about the 
party. The second is a male communist, Li Duoshui. He turns out to be 
Ah Lan’s husband, whom she believes has been dead for many years. 
In the course of both their interrogations, the audience is introduced 
in a demonstrative and didactic way to a range of techniques of govern-
ment interrogation, to the moral decrepitude of the surrendered ‘dogs’, 
to what becomes of an inability to resist the government’s empty trickery 
and false promises, and to the heroism of revolutionary loyalty, which 
stands unaffected above the fray of petty defection. 

 Ah Lan is presented as the paradigmatic communist, unendingly loyal. 
In the course of her capture, it transpires that she was accidentally captured 
by Zhao Gou, who has known and secretly coveted her since they were 
young. After she is severely beaten up, Zhao Gou is tasked with the ‘good 
cop’ role to try and charm and cajole her into surrendering information. 
He confesses his feelings for her and attempts to convince her to marry 
him so they can live a free defector’s life under government protection:

  ZHAO:  Sister Ah Lan! Take my advice, don’t be so devout! Revolution, glory – 
I have also spoken of these things. But how will revolution and glory 
bring you food? . . . I see how young you are, how beautiful, and already 
a widow [ . . . ] I can help you, Ah Lan . . . As soon as I saw you, I thought 
you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen . . . Look, I’m also so 
young, and not so very bad-looking. If you agree to be my wife, and you 
cooperate with the government and confess the names of a few of your 
comrades, the government will give you a huge reward: we’ll both of us 
be government workers, and will never want for money again. Is this not 
a great blessing? 

     102     Chen Kang, ‘Gou wo’ (Doghouse), incompletely serialized in two parts in  Assault News , 
15 May 1953 and 15 June 1953, Jennie Barlow Collection, BL.  
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 LAN:   (in great rage, leaps up and crashes against the wall to get as far away 
from him as she can) Shut your dog mouth! I can’t imagine . . . (seeth-
ing) I can’t imagine . . . I never knew that a man who became a dog 
could be so shameless, so utterly shameless! 

 ZHAO:  (stands motionless, then fi nally moves forward) Ah Lan, you don’t 
understand my dilemma. What you say is true. I  am  a dog . . . Can’t 
you see all this blood everywhere, on the walls, the fl oor? This is a dog-
house . . . Those who come here have no choice  but  to be dogs. Can’t 
you see? If I had gone into the jungle to ask you to marry me, you 
would not have consented; and even if you did consent, we would be 
married one night, and the next day we would be fi nished. So, I knew 
the only way was to capture you, and marry you in this way. 

 LAN:   My god! I would rather be bitten by a real dog [ . . . ] (She whirls around, 
tilts her head back onto the wall, trembling) He is shameless, shame-
less! He wants that a woman of indomitable spirit such as myself should 
become the dog-wife of a black-boned traitorous dog? My god, my god! 
I’m not even thirty, what misfortune has come upon me that I should 
encounter such a dog, a thousand times baser than all other dogs, ten 
thousand times beastlier? Shameless! Shameless! My god, my god….   

 The presentation of Ah Lan as the paradigmatic communist is made 
richer by the added complexities of a highly gendered morality. Ah Lan 
is a progressive, virtuous, revolutionary woman: dedicated above all to 
the party, even more than to her husband, whom she mourns when she 
learns that he is supposedly dead, but believes that he died for a revolu-
tionary and good cause. She is unbreakable, even in violence. Her moral 
outrage is of an explicitly sexual nature in the scene with Zhao Gou, as 
we saw earlier. When she continues to refuse him, he turns menacing 
and there is an overt intimation of rape: ‘Do you think I won’t just take 
what I want?’ Yet even this is not enough to frighten her away from stick-
ing to her revolutionary loyalty, and indeed heightens her fervent moral 
righteousness. 

 Li Duoshui’s capture is a different story entirely. He is presented as 
a craven and fawning defector who is too weak to thrive in the jungle 
and too petty to be dedicated to the revolution. When he is captured, Li 
Duoshui attempts to fawn his way out of divulging any real information, 
because he fears retribution from the party. But though he caves almost 
instantly under pressure, he turns out not to have any information actu-
ally worth giving. Because of the protective measures the party has taken, 
such as frequent name changing,  103   the rapid and constant reorganiza-
tion of their defence and intelligence systems, and the highly anonymized 
and clandestine relationships with the Min Yuen, Li has nothing to give 
in exchange for his surrender rights.   

     103     On this see    Hara   Fujio  , ‘ Leaders of the Malayan Communist Party During the 
Anti-Japanese War ,’ in  New Perspectives on the Japanese Occupation in Malaya and 
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  JIN:     Stop waffl ing and give us some real information!  
  LI:     All right, all right! The name of my squadron leader – that was Ah Long ( 阿

龍 ). I mean, we also called him Ah Yi ( 阿亦 ), or Ah Feng ( 阿風 )…  
  JIN:     What use is it if you spout a whole bunch of goddamned names for one per-

son! You think we can catch them like that? [ . . . ] Tell me who helped you in 
the jungle! [ . . . ]  

  LI:     (quivering all over) J-Jin Zhang, sir, I am telling you the truth: w-w-when 
I was in the squadron, we never knew who from the c-c-common people 
were helping the communists – only the Min Yuen knew these things. But 
I . . . I can tell you, Jin Zhang sir: I heard someone say that these days, no 
matter whether man or woman, old or young . . . everybody is helping the 
communists.  

  JIN:     (explodes, leaps up and deals him a blow from the whip) Damnation! You 
talk and talk and say nothing at all! You’re telling me I should go out there 
and arrest every single person I see?    

 This exchange is a fairly accurate refl ection of the government’s frus-
tration with the Min Yuen, who mingled invisibly among civilians and 
siphoned essential food supplies to the communists as well as serving as 
messengers.  104   Pressed and beaten to divulge something –  any  name at 
all – Li Duoshui ends up selling out his own mother, who had naturally 
continued to feed and clothe him while he was in the jungle. Li’s betrayal 
of his own mother is the knock-out blow of the piece, intended to pro-
voke the audience’s moral horror at Li’s forsaking of all sense of fi lial 
piety and love and care of one’s elders. It must be judged a far defter and 
plausible invocation of ‘Chinese culture’ in the service of propaganda 
than the government leafl ets referring to the Qingming festival, men-
tioned earlier.  

  LI:     (on the verge of tears): Jin Zhang, sir! I really, really don’t know! I . . . I only 
knew two people, but they were not even really Communist helpers!  

  JIN:     (sits down) Do not ramble. Speak. Who were they? Spit it out!  
  LI:     One was Old Deaf Bo – th-that was a few months ago, I’d been in an attack 

and went to his house for help, and h-he cooked some rice and coffee for me.  
  JIN:     Where is he now?  
  LI:     I . . . I heard that he had been moved to one of those concentration camps 

( ji zhong ying   集中营 ) . . .  
  LAI:     For fuck’s sake! (Kicks him from behind) Only communist bastards call 

those concentration camps [ . . . ] The government calls these Resettlement 
Areas (  yi zhi qu    移植區 ), they’re called New Villages (  xin cun    新村 )!  105    

Singapore, 1941–1945 , ed.   Akashi   Yoji  , and   Yoshimura   Mako   ( Singapore :   NUS 
Press ,  2008  ).  

     104     On the critical role of the Min Yuen in sustaining the Communist rebellion, see    Anthony  
 Short  ,  The Communist Insurrection in Malaya, 1948–1960  ( London :  Muller ,  1975  ).  

     105     This acerbic jibe suggests the communists’ defensive unease with the successes 
of the Briggs Plan, which sought to relocate thousands of rural Chinese into 
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  JIN:     And the other person who helped you?  
  LI:     (hesitates)  
  JIN:     Spit it out!  
  LI:     (biting his lip nervously) It’s . . . It’s my m-m-mother, she . . . she always buys 

. . . b-buys things . . . things for me.   

 These scenes show how the communists fundamentally distrusted 
the terms of surrender offered by the government, and how they con-
tinued to try to convince their adherents to maintain this distrust in 
the face of the government surrender and propaganda offensives. They 
also demonstrate the close and deft attention communists paid to the 
languages of persuasion. This was a word war of a different but cog-
nate nature to that explored in  Chapter 3 . Both the government and 
the communists were deeply aware of the power of names and labels, 
and the battle of worldviews which was being waged in the meaning of 
words. On the political and ideological front lines of the global Cold 
War, as Conor Cruise O’Brien wrote, ‘words are weapons, not analyti-
cal tools’.  106   In late 1948 an administration-wide decision was made 
to refer to the communists as ‘bandits’. ‘On no account should the 
term “insurgents” be used,’ J. D. Higham wrote, ‘which might suggest a 
genuine popular uprising’.  107   Later, they would turn to the term ‘CTs’ 
instead  – Communist Terrorists. These language machinations were 
less opaque to discerning observers than the British perhaps might 
have liked. At around the same time, the redoubtable Lim Hong Bee 
(1917–1996), one of the founders of the Malayan Democratic Union, 
was in London, ostensibly studying for a law degree, but for the most 
part editing a vigorous English-language communist newsletter called 
 The Malayan Monitor . Lim was extremely aware of the semantic wars 
being fought through print and on the airwaves, and frequently called 
out British propagandists for what he viewed as the pernicious distor-
tions of words in the service of deception and persuasion. The British 
found him an exasperating and dangerous voice, and one who attacked 
on their own turf and in their own language. In 1949 Lim penned a 
satirical glossary which sought to expose the ways in which the British 

government-controlled settlements designed to cut off supply lines between the village 
and the jungle. By 1953 these were beginning to take their toll on the insurgency. On 
the Briggs Resettlement Plan, see Comber,  Malaya’s Secret Police , 147–96.  

     106        Conor Cruise   O’Brien  , ‘ Terrorism Under Democratic Conditions:  The Case of the 
IRA ,’ in  Terrorism, Legitimacy and Power:  The Consequences of Political Violence , ed. 
  Martha   Crenshaw   ( Middletown, CT :  Wesleyan University Press ,  1983  ), 93. See also 
   Phillip   Deery  , ‘ The Terminology of Terrorism:  Malaya, 1948–52 ,’  JSEAS   34 , no.  2  
( 2003 ),  231–47  .  

     107     Minute from J. D. Higham, 12 November 1948, TNA CO 534/4762.  
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perverted the meaning of words on a daily basis in the name of national 
security:

  ‘Bandits and terrorists’ – Democrats and others who fi ght for freedom. 
 ‘Lawlessness’ – Political agitation for democratic rights. 
 ‘Police action’ – Military operations against civilians. 
 ‘Security measures’ – Large-scale round-up and indiscriminate arrest. 
 ‘Screening’ – Third-degree interrogation. 
 ‘Shot whilst running away’ – Shooting at the sight of suspects. (A procedure 

that relieves the cumbersome procedure of court trials). 
 ‘Punitive measures’ – Sacking and burning of towns and villages. 
 ‘Aliens’  – Everyone in Malaya except imported headhunters from Borneo, 

Palestine police, British imperialists like MacDonald himself, and Gurkha mer-
cenaries from Nepal.  108     

 Small wonder that the British considered Lim to be a great nuisance, 
his  Malayan Monitor  to be ‘poisonous’ and ‘devoted to the vituperative 
abuse of British policy and administration’, and expended some effort 
attempting to fi nd some information on him ‘which could be used to 
discredit him in the eyes of anyone save the confi rmed Communist…and 
defl ate him, if possible’.  109   Lim understood the power of semantics in 
propaganda wars; what was even more powerful, however, was the ability 
to deploy that insight in a medium with wide, popular appeal: something 
which the British were not easily able to do. 

 The British side of propaganda war has been extensively studied, but 
far less analytic attention has been paid to communist propaganda, and 
why it was in certain respects so effective. From closely reading satirical 
entertainment such as  Doghouse , we see how sophisticated critiques could 
be refashioned in popular form, and how communist propaganda would 
have had the potential to resonate more deeply with rural constituencies 
of the sort that even Lim, writing as a law student in London, could not 
have hoped to reach. Substituting ‘concentration camp’ for ‘resettlement 
areas’ and ‘new villages’ in the context of a play like  Doghouse  was more 
than satire: it was a rejection of a language game, but in terms that com-
mon people could understand. Labels stripped or conferred legitimacy, 
and the communists, by virtue of their secure command of language, had 
the capacity to play this game more plausibly than British propagandists. 

 These plays also afforded an opportunity to critique the hypocrisy of 
the British, probing and lampooning the gaps between words and their 

     108     Lim Hong Bee, ‘One Year of Struggle’,  Malayan Monitor  2. no. 5 (May-June 1949), 
enclosure in TNA, CO 537/4782.  

     109     Letter from J. J. Paskin, 6 May 1949; Letter from J. D. Higham, 28 March 1949; Secret 
letter, signed Marston Logan, 15 September 1948; general correspondence on Lim 
Hong Bee and the  Malayan Monitor  in TNA, CO 537/4782.  
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meaning, between promise and reality. We see this, too, not only directly 
in the interrogation of Li Duoshui, but also in the peevish altercations 
between Fu Nan and Lai Fu. Lai Fu, the more veteran defector, is petty 
and thoroughly cynical about his ‘dog’ status, and enjoys the sensory 
pleasures of life to excess, particularly whoring. Fu Nan, who surren-
dered much more recently, is still struggling with the less-than-rosy reali-
ties of his defection. He is presented as a more human fi gure on the road 
to becoming the more ‘dog-like’ Lai Fu.  Doghouse  opens with Fu Nan’s 
disillusionment. They are sitting in the doghouse, listening to the cries 
of a wonton noodle peddler outside selling bowls of hot noodles. Fu 
Nan is starving, but has run out of the ration money he gets from the 
government. He is complaining to Lai Fu that what he understood as 
the ‘freedom’ he would get from coming out of the jungle and coming 
clean with the government was a much more diminished thing than he 
had imagined: 

  FU:     I became a defector, I came out and surrendered (  touxiang  ). The govern-
ment promised preferential treatment and freedom (  ziyou  ) – great. So this is 
preferential treatment. So where’s my freedom?  

  LAI:     (roars heartily) Your hands are without cuffs, your legs are without shackles, 
when you want to go anywhere you can go, and if you want to go and set sail 
somewhere you can set sail! This isn’t enough for you?  

  FU:     Pretty words! I can’t even eat wonton noodles, let alone going out and set-
ting any sail. [ . . . ]  

  LAI:     (getting up and striding) You’re really a piece of work, you dolt. I get it: you 
thought by defecting you could go home, but your household won’t even 
recognize you, you son of a bitch. You thought of going somewhere else 
to work, but as soon as you appeared the government didn’t believe for a 
second that you could actually behave yourself, and they won’t let you out 
of their sight. After all, the Communist Party is everywhere: where would 
you be safe from their infl uence? Today you might work for the government, 
tomorrow you’ll lose your nerve, you won’t show up for work. You thought of 
going back to China, but as soon as you set foot on land the CCP will have 
your neck. (Jeering) Ah, Fu Nan, you are a pitiful sight, your belly is full of 
a thousand, ten thousand good ideas, but they’re all just dreams, delusions, 
fantasies . . . You great fool! You great fool, you great. . . . 

  Fu is so angry he can’t speak. Lai guffaws and lies back down on the bed. Outside, the 
cries of the wanton noodle peddler slowly fade away.   

  FU:     (slamming the table) This is no way for a man to live!  
  LAI:     (leaps up from the bed) You idiot! Going on and on the way you are – what 

do you think that will accomplish? Could it really be that after becoming a 
defector (  taobing  ) you really expect to become an actual man? If we’ve told 
you once we’ve told you a thousand times, Zhao Gou and I: we are desert-
ers ( taobing ), we are turncoats (  pantu  ), we are  dogs  (  gou  ). This is a  doghouse . 
Fu Nan, look around you: look at the bloodstains on the fl oor, on the walls. 
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We have no business having lives like normal people! [ . . . ] At least we have 
money, we know a bit of happiness, a few whores, we can gamble and eat 
and play . . .  

  FU:     That was the early life of the defectors! There were rewards for selling out, 
and then two or three days later we’d sold out everything we knew, and then 
they frighten us, they say we’re to go on trial for fi ghting against the govern-
ment, for having killed government people . . .  

  LAI:     Why do you go on and on like this!  
  FU:     (sounding as though he is about to cry) So this is how it really is . . .    

 These scenes were designed as much to teach communists how to 
act when they were captured as to warn them of the perils of actually 
surrendering. Above all, they were meant to raise in the minds of those 
considering defection plausible doubts about the government’s good 
intentions. The need for this propaganda was made urgent by the very 
real threat the party was facing, which was an escalation in the number of 
surrenders.  Doghouse  was published in 1953, a time when the propaganda 
war seemed as though it was beginning to turn against the communists. 
Communist surrenders escalated throughout the early 1950s, peaking 
once in 1953 and reaching its highest in 1958, after Tunku offered an 
amnesty.  Doghouse  thus captures the communist propaganda machine at 
a moment of some distress. Two years after it was published, the com-
munists made the fi rst and only bid for peace they would make until their 
fi nal surrender in 1989. 

 On 10 June 1955 the Federal government received a letter from Chin 
Peng, indicating that the CPM was willing to negotiate an end to the 
Emergency. An end, not a surrender. ‘We must point out,’ the letter said, 
‘that any attempt to intrigue and force people to surrender is completely 
unreasonable and illusive’. In many ways, the Baling Peace Talks which 
followed fell apart over this word. Over fi fty years later, in a series of 
discussions with academics and historians, the word still loomed large in 
Chin Peng’s memory:

  Cheah Boon Kheng (historian):  You were also against the idea, the term, 
‘surrender’. 

 Chin Peng: Yes. At the last stage, because he [Tunku] didn’t use the term sur-
render, we were prepared to bargain with him . . . He came out with very rude 
words only at the last stage. He called my name and said: Chin Peng, you must 
realize you have to accept a certain form of surrender. He came out with these 
words. Then I retorted: If so, we will fi ght to the end . . . ’  110     

     110        C. C.   Chin   and   Karl   Hack  , eds.  Dialogues with Chin Peng: New Light on the Malayan 
Communist Party  ( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2004 ),  176  .  
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 In the verbatim transcripts from Baling in the CPM’s mouthpiece 
 Freedom News , Chin Peng, speaking in Chinese, says: ‘The primary ques-
tion is police investigation. Such an investigation, no matter how it is 
explained, implies that we come out to surrender. It is impossible to want 
us to come out to surrender. If you demand our surrender we would pre-
fer to fi ght to the last man.’ ‘Surrender’ was a weighty word: in  Doghouse  
it appears fi fteen times. But its meaning is very different depending on 
what language you are speaking. In English and Malay government pro-
paganda, the words  surrender  and  menyerah diri  are relatively straight-
forward. But in the body of Chinese-language government propaganda 
I consulted,  111   two different words are used:  touxiang  and   toucheng  . The 
difference between the two is vast.  Touxiang  is the word for traitors; its 
cognates are, as Lai Fu put it, ‘deserters, turncoats, and dogs’ –  taobing , 
 pantu , and  gou ; its emotive valences are cowardice, humiliation, craven 
behaviour. Liang Bin, the author of the famous revolutionary novels  Hong 
Qi Pu  (Song of the Red Flag) and  Bo Huo Ji  (Remembering the Fire 
that Raged) once wrote: ‘In revolution, bloodshed is not terrible: what 
is most terrible is surrender ( touxiang ) and humiliation.’  112    Touxiang  was 
the word used by Chin Peng at Baling, and it is practically the only word 
used in reference to surrender in communist propaganda. 

 Incongruously, British government propaganda uses this emotionally 
charged word,  touxiang , on the leafl ets it dropped into the jungles.  113   
This earlier propaganda must have sounded singularly unpersuasive to 
communists, for here was the government telling them, essentially, to 
become turncoats, and come out with their tails between their legs! At 
some point, the government wised up to the nuances of what they were 
saying to the communists.  Toucheng , another word for surrender, is more 
of a semantic piece with words like ‘defect’, as in  toucheng zhe  (defec-
tor, e.g., from a party). The government had begun to use this much 
less emotionally loaded word consistently in their propaganda by 1953. 
 Toucheng  is never used by the communists, and even Lam Swee, that 
most famous of surrendered communists, refrains from either  touxiang  
or  toucheng  in his widely publicized letter to his former comrades. He 
uses the word   zi shou   instead, a term for surrender which suggests the 
more procedural ‘turning oneself in’.  114   

 Perhaps Tunku Abdul Rahman’s repeated emphasis on the need for 
‘surrender’ at Baling was a tragedy of miscommunication, of nuances 

     111     Principal collection at TNA, CO 875/71/6.  
     112        Liang   Bin  ,  Bo Huo Ji  ( Beijing :  Zhongguo qing nian chu ban she ,  1963 ),  592  .  
     113     See for example Emergency Leafl et #353, TNA, CO 875/71/6.  
     114     See Emergency Leafl et #452, ‘A Message from Lam Swee to his Former Comrades in 

the Jungle’, October 1950, TNA, CO 875/71/6.  
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inevitably lost in translation in a conversation taking place through 
interpreter proxies. Or perhaps it was a calculated ploy to ensure that 
the outcome of Baling would be what it eventually did end up being: a 
total deadlock. In any case, the talks broke down over Tunku’s adamant 
refusal to accept Chin Peng’s demand that the CPM be allowed to exist 
as a legal organization, and that CPM members should not be subjected 
to anything even resembling surrender, detention, or interrogation by 
police authorities. There is much we do not fully understand about 
what transpired at Baling in December 1955, and much, indeed, we 
will never truly know. What seems clear, however, is that the semantics 
of surrender, like that of ‘bandit’, ‘new villages’, and even ‘Emergency’, 
mattered. The cultural history of their appropriation and negotiation 
needs to be brought fi rmly and analytically into the study of this period 
we call the Malayan Emergency. Concepts evolve faster than terms, as 
the French linguist and lexicographer Alain Rey observed, and each 
new term marks a signifi cant development in the history of knowledge 
and ideas.  115   If this is so, it is surely of enormous importance that the 
Emergency was a time when the very meaning of concepts like  govern-
ment, democracy, nationhood, citizen , and  loyalty  were in fl ux, and surely 
of even more importance that these debates over them – the word wars 
which have been the subject of  Part II  – were underpinned by so much 
violence, and for so long. 

 In sum, communist propaganda was a world apart from the Radio 
Malaya dialogues, from the stilted exchanges between Alam and Smee, 
and probably quite beyond the pale of the average colonial offi cial, who, 
in this new era of civic engagement, was being counselled to engage more 
sincerely with the people. He must, it was said, ‘get out from behind his 
desk and laugh, joke and play’ with the people, and even to practice a 
little crude wisecrack or two, which ‘will drive a point home much bet-
ter than a formal 1/2 hour lecture’.  116   Such directives were no doubt 
necessitated by the widespread recognition that government communi-
cation paled in plausibility in comparison to communist propaganda. It 
is unsurprising that operational research persistently advised that where 
they were heard at all, Radio Malaya radio programmes were fundamen-
tally disbelieved by many communists in the jungle, and were not suit-
able for disseminating propaganda to ‘a terrorist audience’.  117   In my brief 

     115        Alain   Rey  ,  Essays on Terminology , vol. 9 ( London :  John Benjamins Publishing ,  1995  ). See 
also    C. D.   Grijns  , ‘ Indonesian Terminology and Globalism ,’  Archipel   58  ( 1999 ),  47 – 71  .  

     116     Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 150.  
     117     See series on information obtained by SEPs by Operational Research Section 

(Psychological Warfare), TNA, WO 291/1763, WO 291/1764, WO 291/1766, WO 
291/1769, WO 291/1793.  
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close reading of  Doghouse  and other Communist propaganda, too little of 
which has really been adequately studied, it is easy to see why. It is a mea-
sure of their success that by the mid-1950s, British propagandists began 
to incorporate communist techniques into their own propaganda rep-
ertoire, though they had to rely on SEPs to staff these pro-government 
travelling dramatic troupes, and to write and act out plausible scripts 
for these propaganda plays, talks, and lectures.  118   The government soon 
found that speaking tours of surrendered communists, shuttled around 
the peninsula by the impotent technologies of the infl uential state, were 
‘more valuable than any other form of propaganda’.  119   This is how, even-
tually, they had to bridge the gulf of language. They tamed Babel with the 
City of Confusion’s own residents.  

    Conclusion 

 Despite all the triumphalism about the colonial management of the 
Emergency, the late colonial state was in some respects a distinctly  unin-
fl uential  one. In addition to shedding light on the deep and systemic 
fragilities of colonial rule through a study of its ‘implausible speech’, this 
chapter raises the question of how and why, given the vastly unfavourable 
odds, the communists were able to remain such successful adversaries 
for so long, and what this tells us about the fundamentally collaborative 
nature of the late colonial state in the process of decolonization. This is 
a different sort of question to the ones which have typically been asked 
of the Emergency, an astonishingly large proportion of which have been 
concerned with whether the British High Commissioner of Malaya dur-
ing the Emergency, Gerald Templer, was or was not the most impor-
tant person in the Malayan Emergency.  120   Through a close examination 
of scripts and dialogue exchanges, this chapter has attempted to show 
how the colonial state’s lack of ability to speak directly and plausibly to 
their constituencies revealed some of the more fundamental defi ciencies 
in governance, and further insight into the perceived diffi culties in the 
task of ‘taming Babel’. And I have also tried to bring to light, and read 

     118     See for example Ramakrishna,  Emergency Propaganda , 182.  
     119     Federation of Malaya and Singapore,  Monthly Report for the Department of Information, 

June 1955  (Singapore: Government Printing Offi ce, 1955).  
     120     For some literature in this vein, see    Karl   Hack  , ‘ Iron Claws on Malaya: The Historiography 

of the Malayan Emergency ,’  JSEAS   30 , no.  1  ( 1999 ),  99 – 125  ;    Kumar   Ramakrishna  , 
‘‘ Transmogrifying’ Malaya:  The Impact of Sir Gerald Templer (1952–54) ,’  JSEAS  
 32 , no.  1  ( 2001 ),  79 – 92  ;    Simon   Smith  , ‘ General Templer and Counter-Insurgency in 
Malaya:  Hearts and Minds, Intelligence, and Propaganda ,’  Intelligence and National 
Security   16 , no.  3  ( 2001 ),  60 – 78  . Most recently,    Leon   Comber  ,  Templer and the Road to 
Malayan Independence: The Man and His Time  ( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2015  ).  
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seriously, the kind of material with which communists spoke so plausibly 
and convincingly to their own audiences. The neglect of the Communist 
side of the propaganda war is in part a function of the ideological weight 
of the Emergency – history, as that old truism goes, is written by the 
victors. But it may also be a reproduction of the mismatch in language 
profi ciency of contemporary scholars to the pasts that most need recov-
ering: a shortfall that I am convinced can only be righted through sys-
tematic collaboration.  121   Much work in this vein remains to be done.         

     121     On this important point, see    Danny   Wong  , ‘ Writing the History of the Chinese in 
Malaysia: New Directions and Bridging the Gaps Between Two Linguistic Spheres ,’ in 
 New Perspectives and Research on Malaysian History , ed.   Cheah Boon   Kheng   ( Selangor, 
Malaysia :  MBRAS ,  2007  ). On the charge that the academic study of Malaysia has itself 
become divided into ethnic (read:  linguistic) enclaves, see    Shamsul   A. B.  , ‘ Debating 
About Identity in Malaysia: A Discourse Analysis ,’  Southeast Asian Studies   34 , no.  3  
( 1996 ),  566 – 600  .  
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     5     The Language Planners    

 Dewan Bahasa in the Invention and Constriction of 
the Postcolonial Nation-State      

   Truly it is language which civilizes man and improves his knowledge and 
understanding, directing all his energies and raising the level of his own cul-
ture besides imparting it to others . . . A great nation necessarily has a fi ne 
language.  

    – Munshi Abdullah, Hikayat Abdullah (1849)  

   A language must not become a machine.  

    – Sjafroeddin Prawiranegara (1939)  

    Introduction 

 A national language is one way to tame Babel. Seeking a common lan-
guage to unite culturally, linguistically, and religiously distinct groups 
of people is a familiar solution to the perceived problem of plurilingual-
ism. A state requires a language of communication with its citizens, and 
decisions must be made about what language, or languages, in which 
to educate its citizens. In the process of the transfer of power from the 
British to the postcolonial Malayan government in 1957, the question 
of the national language inevitably arose, and it is fair to say that it has 
never really been resolved. Six years after Malaya was granted indepen-
dence, the Federation of Malaysia was formed, incorporating the north 
Borneo states of East Malaysia and Singapore into a peninsular politi-
cal entity that lasted just two years. In 1965 Singapore was expelled, 
and henceforth their futures diverged. One important difference that 
emerged between the two political entities was their approaches to the 
question of the language of state. In Singapore, the new state chose a 
policy of offi cial multilingualism, in which Malay, Mandarin, Tamil, and 
English were to be the four  official  languages of Singapore, while Malay 
was designated the sole  national  language. In Malaysia, the state insisted 
that  Melayu  would be the sole national and offi cial language, and argued, 
as it continues to do today, that a single language of communication is 
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indispensable to the achievement of political community and ‘national 
unity’. 

 Instead, the national language has been a divisive question ever since 
independence. Along with the other great vector of  Melayu  identity  – 
Islam – it has overlapped with ethnicity to produce, at its mad fringes, a 
powerful ethno-linguistic nationalism – the sort that has in history tended 
to produce things like Crusades, Inquisitions, and Holocausts: a suprem-
acist nationalism grounded in blood, faith, and tongue.  1    Melayu  as an 
ethnic identity has accrued the ideological weight of genetics, an argu-
ment which the erstwhile titan Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr Mahathir, 
made explicit in the 1970s. Culturally, it is also bounded by the practices 
of   adat   (Malay custom). Even where the borders of race are eroded, for 
instance through intermarriage,  adat  still stands as a barrier to entry of 
Malayness.  Melayu  as an identity demarcated by religion has tradition-
ally been more fl exible – Islam, after all, spread almost effortlessly with 
commerce throughout most of the early modern period and is today the 
largest religion in the region; its fl exibility is indicated by the term   masuk 
Melayu   (to enter Malayness), which means conversion to Islam. But in 
recent years, religion, too, has become a well-policed barrier. The state 
has imposed such high costs for conversion by marriage, in particular the 
punitive repercussions for apostasy – that the result has been to disincen-
tivize ethnic intermarriage to an extent rarely seen before in Malaysian 
history. 

 But as language,  Melayu  functions both as a language of national inter-
communication – a dynamic and inclusive language which can serve (and 
has for centuries served) as a  lingua franca  between citizens of avowedly 
different ethnicities within a single polity – as well as, at the same time, a 
static, highly exclusionist expression of  Melayu  hegemony. It is the pur-
pose of this chapter to show how, in these crucial mid-century cultural 
negotiations that took place beneath Malaya’s political decolonization, 
borders of exclusion were forged at the heart of the  Melayu  language 
itself. A mentality of crisis rather than opportunity attended the creation 
of the national language, and pushed forward the latter conception of the 
 Melayu  language, rather than the former, with enormous consequences 
since for postcolonial Malaysia. 

     1     For the classic argument that ethnic nationalisms are inherently ‘bad’, see    Michael  
 Ignatieff  ,  Blood and Belonging:  Journeys into the New Nationalism  ( New  York :   Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux ,  1993  ). The mad fringes of Malay ethnonationalism are demarcated 
by the tiny but loud radical Malay supremacist group, the  Pertubuhan Pribumi Perkasa 
Malaysia  (PERKASA), founded in 2008; see Dominik Mueller,  Islam, Politics and Youth in 
Malaysia: The Pop-Islamist Reinvention of PAS  (London: Routledge, 2014), 29–32.  
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 This chapter also provides an account of a ‘colonial legacy’ in the realm 
of culture, but one which rejects the common perception that the cultural 
effects of colonialism are simply bequeathed to a passive recipient popu-
lation.  2   Many analyses of the colonial roots of ethnic tension in Malaysia 
certainly give this impression. Contemporary Malaysia’s intractable ‘race 
problem’, in which frictions between Chinese, Malay, and Indian com-
munities in the post-independence period have continued to shape as 
well as utterly stymie politics, are widely interpreted as a ‘by-product’ 
of British colonialism. Some argue that British colonialism created an 
unstable demographic balance through restrictive and self-serving immi-
gration policies. Others argue that there was a more deliberate ‘divide 
and rule’ policy that sought to sow mutual distrust between ethnic popu-
lations in order to undermine any broad basis for anti-colonial resistance. 
Still others point to the lasting effects of European race ideologies in 
the late nineteenth century, which transformed the potential for natural 
interethnic acculturation into the more divisive model of ‘race relations’.  3   
All these narratives contain important truths. But they transform post-
colonial Malaysians into victims of the colonial experience, and in doing 
so, leave little room for understanding how these tensions continue to 
be perpetuated in the postcolonial era long after the departure of the 
British. This chapter, in contrast, tries to recover the historical processes 
and agency with which undesirable aspects of the colonial past are pro-
duced and reproduced through the actions of the colonized (and indeed, 
the decolonized) into the postcolonial present. 

 To meet both of these aims, this chapter focuses on the Dewan 
Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP), or House of Language and Literature, a 
state-sponsored agency established in Malaya on the eve of independence 
in 1956, tasked with fashioning Malay into a modern national language. 
The fi rst decade of the DBP’s cultural work, from the beginning of for-
mal independence in 1957 to the passage of the National Language Act 
in 1967, coincided with a critical and formative period for Malaya. The 
1950s to the mid-1970s were a time of immense possibilities for alterna-
tive political, social, and intellectual confi gurations of the postcolonial 

     2     For a critique in this vein, see    Benoît   de L’Estoile  , ‘ The Past as It Lives Now:  An 
Anthropology of Colonial Legacies ,’  Social Anthropology   16 , no.  3  ( 2008 ),  267–79  .  

     3     Those inclined to political science tend to emphasise the demographic imbalance 
argument; see e.g.    Joseph   Liow  ,  The Politics of Indonesia-Malaysia Relations:  One Kin, 
Two Nations  ( London :   Routledge ,  2005  ). For British divide-and-rule policies, see e.g., 
   Hua   Wu   Yin  ,  Class and Communalism in Malaysia: Politics in a Dependent Capitalist State  
( London :  Zed Books ,  1983  );    Collin   Abraham  ,  Divide and Rule: The Roots of Race Relations 
in Malaysia  ( KL :   Insan ,  1997  ). For colonial paradigms of race relations, see    Charles  
 Hirschman  , ‘ The Making of Race in Colonial Malaya:  Political Economy and Racial 
Ideology ,’  Sociological Forum   1 , no.  2  ( 1986 ),  330–61  .  
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state:  a period of political dynamism and pluralism, of a multitude of 
‘paths not taken’, which were eventually collapsed into the authoritarian 
and fundamentally ethnocratic state forms which characterize Malaysia 
today.  4   In focusing on the actions and agency of the DBP during this cru-
cial period, I offer an account of the ‘colonial legacy’ of ethnic tensions in 
Malaysia which focuses on the problematic agency of postcolonial sub-
jects in the making and breaking of the liberal postcolonial nation-state. 

 The fi rst section gives a brief history of the DBP. The following sec-
tions identify three possible answers to the question of what a national 
language ought to be in a polyglot society. Each of these three critical 
positions  – English, multilingualism, and linguistic hybridity  – repre-
sented, I argue, one possible confi guration of postcolonial national lan-
guage policy; each offered, as a national language arguably ought to in a 
deeply multiethnic country like Malaysia, a genuinely interethnic mode 
of communication. Yet the DBP regarded these alternative confi gura-
tions as anathema to the national project it conceived. Its battles against 
each of them were shaped in complex ways by preceding British attitudes 
towards language and race in colonial society, as well as normative con-
ceptions of what language is. What the DBP sponsored instead were the 
roots of a rigid, hegemonic monoculture which persists today in wilful 
defi ance, and at the great expense, of Malaysia’s plurilingual and pluri-
ethnic reality.  

    House of Language 

 On 22 June 1956, a year before Malaya gained its independence, a small 
offi ce called the  Balai Pustaka  (Bureau of Literature) opened at the bot-
tom of the Ministry of Education building in the capital of Johor, the 
southernmost state of the peninsula.  5   The muted opening ceremony was 
attended primarily by Malays, but a few Chinese were present, as well as 
several reporters from Chinese newspapers. These were humble begin-
nings: at this time, it was little more than a glorifi ed book-purchasing 
agency. 

     4     For this argument, see    Michael D.   Barr   and   Carl A.   Trocki  , eds.  Paths Not Taken: Political 
Pluralism in Post-War Singapore  ( Singapore :   NUS Press ,  2008  ). For this argument 
from a purely political angle,    Cheah   Boon   Kheng  , ‘ The Left-Wing Movement in 
Malaya, Singapore and Borneo in the 1960s: “An Era of Hope Or Devil’s Decade”? ,’ 
 Inter-Asia Cultural Studies   7 , no.  4  ( 2006 ),  634–49  . For the characterization of contem-
porary Malaysia as an ‘ethnocracy’, see    Geoff   Wade  , ‘ The Origins of Ethnocracy ,’ in 
 Misplaced Democracy: Malaysian Politics and People , ed.   Sophie   Lemiére   ( Petaling Jaya, 
Selangor :  SIRD ,  2014  ).  

     5        Dewan Bahasa dan   Pustaka  ,  A General Outline of Its First Ten-Year Progress and Achievement  
( KL :  DBP ,  1967  ).  
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 The name  Balai Pustaka , however, invoked grander developments in 
another part of the Malay Archipelago.  6   Nearly half a century before-
hand, in the Netherlands East Indies, a  Commissie voor de Volkslectuur  
(Committee for Popular Literature) was established in 1908 to meet 
the growing demands of a new, modern reading public. In the spirit of 
a new welfare-oriented approach to their colonial subjects, the Dutch 
had begun to assume developmental responsibilities in Indonesia, and 
the introduction of large scale modern education system in 1906 was a 
major factor leading to the creation of a Dutch government-sponsored 
publishing press of modern books. However, it was not the only one. 
A century-old debate among Dutch colonial offi cials over the utility of 
Malay as the language of administration, rather than Javanese, Dutch, 
and other regional tongues, had reached a wobbly consensus by the 
turn of the twentieth century. Largely unable to master Javanese, and 
largely unwilling to speak Dutch with their subjects, the administration 
had turned to Malay. By 1900, disagreements over language policy were 
expressed not in terms of what offi cial language to use, but what should 
be the appropriate register of Malay with which the Dutch should gov-
ern their subjects. Standardization through state-sponsored print was a 
sensible step towards proprietary management of the language, and this 
was to be accomplished through the  Volkslectuur , later known as the  Balai 
Pustaka , which would grow over the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury into a fully fl edged publishing organization in less than two decades, 
with its own editorial and translation departments as well as a library 
and printing press. From the end of the First World War onwards, the 
Balai Pustaka generated an extensive literature in a colonial standardized 
Malay, ranging from translations of Dutch scientifi c and vocational man-
uals (which pioneered early linguistic methods for adapting the Malay 
language to modern or specialist needs) to original fi ction by Indonesia 
writers.  7   A prescient article by a Dutch offi cial posted in Minahasa, Jan 

     6     For the Indonesian origins of the Balai Pustaka, see    G. W. J.   Drewes  , ‘ D. A. Rinkes: A Note 
on His Life and Work ,’  BTLV   117 , no.  4  ( 1961 ),  417–35  ;    Doris   Jedamski  , ‘ Balai 
Pustaka:  A  Colonial Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing ,’  Archipel   44  ( 1992 ),  23 – 46  . See also 
   Abdullah Sanusi   Ahmad  ,  Peranan Pejabat Karang Mengarang  ( KL :  DBP ,  1966  ).  

     7     On the Balai Pustaka, see    A.   Teeuw  , ‘ The Impact of Balai Pustaka on Modern Indonesian 
Literature ,’  BSOAS, University of London   35 , no.  1  ( 1972 ),  111–27  ;    William R.   Roff  , 
 The Origins of Malay Nationalism  ( Oxford :   OUP ,  1994 ),  153–54  ;    James   Sneddon  ,  The 
Indonesian Language:  Its History and Role in Modern Society  ( Sydney :   UNSW Press , 
 2003 ),  95 – 97  . For a short biography of Rinkes and his role in the development of Balai 
Pustaka, see Drewes, ‘Rinkes.’ For a critique of the ‘Westernised’, essentialising nature of 
Dutch standardisation of the Indonesian Malay perpetuated in the language of the Balai 
Pustaka publications, see    Suryadi  ,  ‘Vernacular Intelligence: Colonial Pedagogy and the 
Language Question in Minangkabau ,’  Indonesia and the Malay World   34 , no.  100  ( 2006 ), 
 315–44  .  
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ten Hove, warned as early as 1893 that when Dutch had propagated 
Malay everywhere, ‘all the peoples of the Archipelago can confer and 
correspond with each other about driving away the European, who tries 
to keep them ignorant’. He said he had never heard a native mock a 
European in Dutch, only in the new Malay which the Dutch were work-
ing so hard to disseminate.  8   In a way, then, the colonial Balai Pustaka laid 
the foundations for a nationalist Indonesian language. By demonstrating 
through its publications that Malay was a viable print and spoken lan-
guage, and by disseminating its publications throughout the Indonesian 
archipelago with its innovative mobile lending libraries and ambulatory 
bookstalls,  9   it had brought a language of unity to the very doorsteps of 
Indonesia’s nascent nationalists. 

 The Indonesian infl uence on Malay literary developments on the pen-
insula has often been remarked upon,  10   and Indonesia’s Balai Pustaka is 
implicated directly in the youngest years of the history of modern Malay 
literature. As early as 1922, a coterie of around 200 elite Malay youths 
were being nourished on Balai Pustaka textbooks, novels, and magazines 
at the SITC in Tanjung Malim, a small town just north of the boundary 
between Perak and Selangor. In the absence of appropriate materials with 
which to educate a generation of Malay-language school teachers, which 
had been the founding aim of the SITC, the school’s headmaster, O. T. 
Dussek, had turned to Indonesia. In doing so, he opened a pipeline of 
progressive Indonesian literature through which streamed the language, 
social concerns, intellectual themes, and, eventually, the politics of the 
Indonesian literati.  11   Graduates and alumni of the SITC watched and 
emulated the youthful cultural radicalism of their Indonesian contem-
poraries; and their politics gravitated towards the radical. SITC students 
such as Ibrahim Yaacob, Harun Aminurrashid (1907–1986), and others 
would be actively conduits and cultivators of Indonesian cultural radi-
calism and the spirit of  pemuda  politics. As Ibrahim Yaacob would later 
explain,  muda  meant more than merely ‘youth’: it referred to Malays who 

     8        John   Hoffman  , ‘ A Foreign Investment: Indies Malay to 1901 ,’  Indonesia   27  ( 1979 ),  87  .  
     9     On which, see Drewes, ‘Rinkes.’  
     10     See for example    Syed Husin Ali  , ‘ Pertubuhan2 Bahasa dan Sastera Melayu (di 

Singapura) Selepas Perang Dunia II (Khasnya Asas 50) ,’  Bahasa   2 , no.  2  ( 1960 ),  1 – 66  ; 
   Virginia Matheson   Hooker  ,  Writing a New Society: Social Change Through the Novel in 
Malay  ( UH Press ,  2000 ),  183–84  .  

     11     For Dussek and SITC, see Roff,  The Origins of Malay Nationalism , 142–57. Important 
journals ferried into SITC included  Seruan Rakyat, Pedoman Masyarakat, Bintang 
Islam   – see    Awang Had Salleh  ,  Pelajaran dan Perguruan Melayu di Malaya Zaman 
British: Dengan Rujukan Khas Kepada Sultan Idris Training College , ( KL :  DBP ,  1974  ); 
   Awang Had Salleh  , ‘ Sultan Idris Training College (Up to 1941) ,’  Jurnal Pendidikan   1 , 
no.  1  ( 1970 ),  116–36  .  
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were ‘young in ideas, that is,  progressive  . . . Malays who refused to agree 
to the narrow Nationalism espoused by Malay feudalists ( kaum-kaum 
feodalist (Pertuanan) Melayu )’.  12   Ibrahim Yaacob had marshalled four 
other SITC students into enrolling secretly as members of Sukarno’s 
PNI: together, they formed the  Ikatan Pelajar SITC , a ‘socialist-inclined 
secret society’ whose inner circle members began to consider seriously the 
prospect and means of achieving political union with Indonesia. Theirs 
was a seductive vision of an Indonesia Raya (Greater Indonesia): a post-
colonial republican pan-Malay nation-state reviving an archipelago-wide 
unity of Malay people, whose shared histories, religion, and language had 
been torn asunder by foreign powers descending upon the Malay home-
land with their own selfi sh treaties, pacts, and territorial claims.  13   In 
the heady days just after Japanese troops surrendered in 1945, Ibrahim 
feverishly attempted to have Malaya declared jointly independent with 
Indonesia. His attempts, for complex reasons, failed.  14   The collapse of 
the  political  Indonesia Raya project shunted Ibrahim into exile in Jakarta, 
and left him embittered by what he saw as a lost opportunity for Malaya, 
a dream of archipelago-wide unity forever derailed from rightful consum-
mation. But residues of the Indonesia Raya dream lingered. Many Malay 
 pemuda  were also seized by a sense of a shared  cultural  fraternity across 
the archipelago:  a great ethnic brotherhood, which was expressed not 
only or even most importantly in terms of political unifi cation, but also 
in cultural terms of a  bangsa serumpun  (common race). Malay would 
be the language with which not only Indonesians, but also the people of 
Malaya, would be unifi ed.  15   

 It was a matter of some signifi cance that Malaya’s Balai Pustaka was 
established in Johor, located as it was on the Federation side of the 

     12        Iskander Kamel Agastja  ,  Sedjarah dan Perdjuangan di Malaya  ( Yogyakarta :   Nusantara 
Press ,  1951 ),  72  . Iskander Kamel Agastja was the Indonesian name adopted by Ibrahim 
Yaacob. In this quote, the spelling of ‘feodalist’ suggests acquaintance with Indonesian 
rather than Malay Marxist language, whereas its parenthetical qualifi cation with the 
word  pertuanan  suggests a Malay, rather than Indonesian, target audience.  

     13     As evocatively described in Farish A.  Noor, ‘Fine Young Calibans:  Ibrahim Yaacob 
and the Rise of the Malay Left,’  http://www.othermalaysia.org/2006/09/20/003-fi ne-  
 young-calibans/  (accessed 20 October, 2010); Farish A. Noor, ‘The Broken Dreams of 
Melayu Raya: Ibrahim Yaacob and the Rise of the Malay Left,’  http://www.othermalaysia  
 .org/2006/09/21/004-the-broken-dream-of-malaya-raya/  (accessed 20 October, 2010).  

     14        Cheah   Boon   Kheng  , ‘ The Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1941–45: Ibrahim Yaacob 
and the Struggle for Indonesia Raya ,’  Indonesia   28  ( 1979 ),  85 – 120  .  

     15     On Indonesia Raya, see    Byungkuk   Soh  , ‘ Ideals Without Heat: Indonesia Raya and the 
Struggle for Independence in Malaya, 1920–1948 ,’  The Asian Scholar   1  ( 2005  ). On 
 bangsa serumpun  as an asymmetric relationship expressed more earnestly by Peninsular 
Malays towards Indonesians than vice versa, see    Firdaus Haji   Abdullah  , ‘ Greater 
Indonesia in the Malay World ,’ in  The Heartbeat of Indonesian Revolution , ed.   Taufi k  
 Abdullah   ( Jakarta :  Gramedia Pustaka Utama ,  1997  ).  
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causeway, but within a stone’s throw from Singapore. As a small, port 
city island, Singapore was very much the centre of Malay literary activity, 
a ‘promised land’ for young men from the peninsula whose lives had been 
devastated by the Japanese occupation.  16   The fi rst Malay newspaper (the 
 Jawi Peranakan ) was published there in 1876, and Singapore continued 
to be a prime location for print establishments. The immense postwar lit-
erary renaissance created opportunities for writers, and, between 1947 to 
1951 but especially after the declaration of Emergency in Malaya against 
the communists in June 1948, a generation of progressive and energetic 
Malay writers, youths, and politicians packed up their lives and moved to 
Singapore to escape draconian Emergency restrictions.  17   Or rather, they 
moved to Johor Bahru, the capital city of Johor: being a mere 45 minute 
bus ride across the Singapore Strait, Johor Bahru was a vibrant, bustling 
and conveniently placed satellite of Singapore. ‘It would be no exaggera-
tion to say,’ an observer at the time wrote, ‘that the sum total of all Malay 
patriots, nationalists and intellectuals [in the years before Merdeka] lived 
in Johor Bahru and worked in Singapore’.  18   

 Yet even in Singapore, writers could not fully escape the weight of 
the Emergency. Politics and literature were deeply entwined. Keris Mas 
recalls that  Utusan Melayu , the fi ercely anti-colonial, Malay-owned 
Singapore newspaper, was constantly under suspicion from the authori-
ties. ‘Whenever I was asked to write the editorials, I would always be 
reminded to be extra cautious. It . . . cramped my style.’  19   Its editor, Yusuf 
Ishak (1910–1970), was frequently hauled up by General Templer and 
other colonial authorities to account for some editorial or other which 
had touched on a risky political issue. But politics and literature thrived 
in adversity. A. Samad Said (1935–), refl ecting on the 1950s, described 
this exodus and fl ood into Singapore as ‘the beginning of a new Malay 
literature’.  20   ‘The Kampong Jawa area – Arab Street, North Bridge Road, 
Jalan Sultan – and the area around it became the meeting place of writers 
who had been bitten by the writing as well as the political bug’.  21   There, 
Malay journalists from  Utusan Melayu  ate morning rice alongside Malay 
teachers and students, young writerly upstarts and established old hands, 
and political fi rebrands  – particularly members of the  PKMM , whose 

     16        Keris   Mas  ,  Memoir Keris Mas: 30 Tahun Sekitar Sastera  ( KL :  DBP ,  1979 ),  59  .  
     17     See  Ibid ., 4–5.;    Li   Chuan   Siu  ,  An Introduction to the Promotion and Development of Modern 

Malay Literature 1942–1962  ( Yogyakarta :   Penerbitan Yayasan Kanisius Yogyakarta , 
 1975 ),  23  .  

     18     Azah Aziz, preface to    Rashidah   Ismail  ,  Memoir Rashidah Ismail:  Pendeta Za’aba dan 
Kisah Silam  ( Bangi :  Penerbit UKM ,  2009 ),  17  .  

     19     Keris Mas,  30 Tahun Sekitar Sastera , 84.  
     20     Quoted in    Yahaya   Ismail  ,  Sejarah Sastra Melayu Moden  ( KL :  Fajar Bakti ,  1987 ),  83  .  
     21     Keris Mas,  30 Tahun Sekitar Sastera , 62.  
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offi ce was in the area, on Bussorah Street. Singapore bred new Malay 
politics in its alleyside restaurants, newspaper offi ces, coffee shops, and 
even in the verandahs and living rooms of its political livewires. These 
sites of radical sociability were hotspots on a political map of Singapore, 
attracting, like moths to a fl ame, both the policing and the policed. It was 
here, insulated from Emergency restrictions and curfews, and circulat-
ing in close proximity with highly politicized writers and artists, that the 
group who would come to do so much to shape the Dewan Bahasa came 
into being: ASAS 50.  22   

 The DBP’s establishment was the realization of a decade-old ethnon-
ationalist dream embodied by the ideological platform of a Malay liter-
ary group known as the Angkatan Sasterawan ‘50 – the Generation of the 
Writers of the 1950s. Members of ASAS 50 were, intellectually as well 
as eponymously, deeply infl uenced by earlier generations of Indonesian 
writers – the  Angkatan   ‘30  and  Angkatan 1945  among them – and by the 
time of independence, had arrived at the same conclusion as their liter-
ary brothers across the Malaccan Straits: there was no art and literature 
worth making but that which was in the service of society.  23   ASAS 50 was 
thus fundamentally socially oriented at precisely the moment of decolo-
nization, when possibilities for cultural autonomy had seemed uniquely 
available. Activistic in nature and intent, ASAS 50 united Malay language 
activism as never before, consolidating about fi fty literary groups from all 
over the peninsula, and assembling a membership body comprising some 
of the most illustrious fi gures of the Malay literary scene at the time. The 
founding manifesto of the DBP was read at the Third Congress of Malay 
Language and Literature, held in Singapore in September 1956, outlin-
ing a vision for an agency of letters supported by the newly independent 
state, whose sole purpose would be to advance, develop and protect the 
Malay language. 

 In the fi rst decade of its existence, between 1957 and 1967, the DBP 
canonized literature, translated textbooks for primary and secondary 

     22     On ASAS 50, see Hooker,  Writing a New Society ; Li Chuan Siu,  Modern Malay Literature . 
For important background on Malay literary developments in 1950s Singapore, see 
   Timothy P.   Barnard   and   Jan   van der Putten  , ‘ Malay Cosmopolitan Activism in Post-War 
Singapore ,’ in  Paths not Taken , eds.   Michael   Barr   and   Carl   Trocki   ( Singapore :   NUS 
Press ,  2008 ),  132 – 153  .  

     23     For historical background to the DBP, see    T. N.   Harper  ,  The End of Empire and the 
Making of Malaya  ( Cambridge :  CUP ,  2001 ),  296 – 307  . On Malay writers and society, see 
Hooker,  Writing a New Society . On Indonesian writers and society, see    Keith   Foulcher  , 
 Social Commitment in Literature and the Arts: The Indonesian ‘Institute of People’s Culture’, 
1950–1965  ( Clayton, Victoria :  Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University , 
 1986  ). On the close relationship between Malay and Indonesian literary traditions, see 
   Hendrik   Maier  ,  We Are Playing Relatives: A Survey of Malay Writing  ( Leiden :   KITLV 
Press ,  2004  ).  
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education and literature from other languages into Malay, invested in 
adult education, and undertook to fl esh out the lexicon with new ter-
minologies. Importantly, it created a large cultural bureaucracy that 
opened new careers for citizens in writing, publishing, and policy-
making – positions which had previously been scanty or non-existent, 
at least for the colonized. In 1960 the DBP inaugurated a National 
Language Week, which in 1961 expanded into a National Language 
Month, held annually until 1966. These were designed to stimulate 
interest in the Malay language, and more particularly, ‘to arouse . . . in 
the hearts of the non-Malays . . . a desire to learn and use the national 
language in their daily communications.’  24   The DBP held literary and 
language competitions, cultural performances, writers’ seminars, book 
fairs, language courses, and exhortatory speeches and receptions. 
These were reinforced with a colossal assault of promotional materi-
als. In 1962 alone, for example, National Language Month activities 
generated 60,000 posters, 270,000 bumper stickers, 105,000 campaign 
buttons, 24 highway banners, 50,000 ribbons, 30,000 pledge forms, 
six billboards, and a rousing anthem commissioned for the occasion. 
By the end of 1966, the DBP had published 475 school textbooks and 
coined over 70,000 words.  25   

 The DBP’s slogan,  Bahasa Jiwa Bangsa  (Language is the Soul of the 
Nation), stands in for its mission: to support the creation of a national 
language that would unite its citizens. But what language, and what 
nation? The word  bangsa  raises at least two distinct kinds of prob-
lems: one interpretative, and one linguistic. First, if language was the 
soul of the nation, precisely what nation was being aspired to, or being 
‘intended’? Shamsul Amri Baharuddin, drawing on earlier work by 
Rustam A. Sani, has characterized Malaysia as a single state contain-
ing ‘many nationalisms’, and argues for the need to look critically at 
competing ‘nations of intent’ among both elites and the general popu-
lace. He suggested that in the context of Malaysia, pre-independence 
political aspirations had created, and then left unrequited, at least three 
‘nations of intent’ which were and remain today in competition for 
the ‘soul of the nation’:  1)  a non-Muslim, non-indigenous national-
ism based on ethnic and religious equality; 2)  a non-Muslim, indig-
enous nationalism asserting the rights of the non-Muslim inhabitants 

     24        Syed   Nasir  , ‘ Menjelang dan sesudah minggu bahasa kebangsaan ’, in   Syed Nasir   Ismail  , 
 Tun Syed Nasir, Koleksi Ucapan  ( KL :  DBP ,  1996 ),  107  .  

     25     Carol L. Mitchell, ‘Language as an Instrument of National Policy: The Dewan Bahasa 
Dan Pustaka of Malaysia’, unpublished PhD diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison 
(1993).  
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of Borneo; and 3)  a radical Malay Muslim nationalism which fully 
rejects all recognition of other ethnicities and religions. Each, Shamsul 
suggests, was conceptually at least as well formed as the national idea 
which came to dominate.  26   

 Second, as several scholars have pointed out, there exists a troubling 
semantic ambiguity with the word  bangsa  itself:  it can mean nation, 
but also state, nationality, community, people, ethnicity, tribe, race, 
and most loosely, ‘group’.  27   The word for ‘national’, in Malay, is loaned 
directly from the English –  nasional   – and indeed is the term used by 
the present-day ruling coalition: the Barisan Nasional (National Front). 
However, the Malay word for ‘nation’ is not  nasion , but  bangsa .  Bangsa ’s 
genealogy is varied, stretching across a range of ethnic, regional, and 
even class distinctions. It has been used to describe an ethnic group, 
such as ‘the Malays’ ( bangsa Melayu ) or ‘the Javanese’ ( bangsa Jawa ); 
national provenance, such as ‘the Germans’ ( bangsa Jerman ); a person 
born in one of the Malay peninsular states, for example Johor ( bangsa 
Johor ); a person belonging to a class of traders ( bangsa dagang ); or a 
foreigner ( bangsa asing ). In Malay,  nasion  is not a word:  it is, at most, 
an adjective.  Bangsa  could refer to either ‘the Malays’ (race) or ‘Malaya’ 
(nation) as the intended target of national loyalty, but as Ariffi n Omar 
showed, unlike the successful grafting of  bangsa  in Indonesian from 
bangsa Jawa, bangsa Batak, and bangsa Minangkabau to the inclusively 
national ‘ bangsa Indonesia’ ,  bangsa  in Malay could not be persuaded to 
mean anything other than race. The language of  bangsa Melayu ,  bangsa 
Cina , and  bangsa India  could not be persuaded to shift to  bangsa Malaya  
or  bangsa Malaysia . This was the dilemma – or perhaps more accurately, 
the gloss – at the heart of DBP’s slogan. For how ought we to translate 
DBP’s slogan  Bahasa jiwa bangsa  more explicitly? Was it a claim to ethnic 
identity – ‘Malay is the soul of  the Malays ’? Or an assertion of national-
ism – ‘Malay is the soul of  Malaya ’? The word  bangsa  elided this crucial 
and endlessly contested distinction between race and nation, and would 
continue to haunt the nationalist claims of DBP’s project. In claiming 
and asserting control over  bahasa , the DBP, I  suggest below, was in a 
position to set the shape, meaning, and discursive limits of the  bangsa  in 
ways which have contributed signifi cantly to the continuation of ethnic 
tensions in postcolonial Malaysia today.  

     26     A. B.    Shamsul  , ‘ Nations-of-Intent in Malaysia ,’ in  Asian Forms of the Nation , ed.   Stein  
 Tønnesson   and   Hans   Antlov   ( Richmond, VA :  Curzon Press ,  1996  ).  

     27     For discussions of this, see    Ariffi n   Omar  ,  Bangsa Melayu: Malay Concepts of Democracy 
and Community, 1945–1950  ( KL :   OUP ,  1993  );    Tan Liok   Ee  , ‘ The Rhetoric of Bangsa 
and Minzu: Community and the Nation in Tension, the Malay Peninsula, 1900–1955 ,’ 
 Centre of Southeast Asian Studies   52  ( 1988  ).  
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    Fighting English: The Indictment of the Colonial Past 

 The fi ght against former colonial languages is of course shared widely across 
the decolonising world. The extent to which it was possible to claim an effec-
tive anti-colonial critique while writing in the language of the oppressor was 
of central concern to Third World writers and intellectuals. Among them, 
famously, is the Kenyan novelist Ngu  ̃gi  ̃ wa Thiong’o, whose thoughts on the 
‘language question’ and how African writers and subjects might ‘decolonize 
their minds’ from the yokes of colonial language hegemonies still represent 
some of the clearest enunciations of the creative dilemmas of postcolonial 
writers.  28   Like the Gikuyu language for Ngu  ̃gi ̃  and his sympathizers, the 
Malay language was held up by Malay intellectuals as a means of empower-
ment, of full decolonization and release from the shackles of British colonial 
rule, which was embodied above all by the English language. 

 English was an exclusive language in Malaya, intended to serve only a 
small elite. In the interwar years, although free education was extended 
to more children in Malaya, colonial offi cials disagreed over the extent to 
which this education should be in English or Malay. The prevailing view, 
supported by colonial philologists R.  J. Wilkinson and R.  O. Winstedt, 
was the ‘orientalist’ rather than ‘anglicist’ one, which preferred that ethnic 
groups be taught in their respective ‘mother tongues’.  29   Andrew Caldecott, 
the Straits Settlements Colonial Secretary between 1933 and 1935, believed 
that English possessed a dangerous ‘rarity value’, for it was associated in the 
public eye with ‘the idea of an open sesame to sweatless livelihood’. An indis-
criminate provision of English language education would produce more 
students with ambitions beyond their ‘station’ (that is to say, work befi tting 
the unlettered) than could be absorbed by a native civil service or any white 
collar labour economy. This, Caldecott concluded, could only end in mass 
discontent. ‘To unstopper the phial now,’ he wrote with characteristic affec-
tation, ‘while its contents are still precious, and to drench the body politic 
with the froth of a careless spilling, would be the abrogation of statesman-
ship.’  30   English education was also more expensive, estimated to cost the 
colonial state nearly fi ve times as much per child per year than vernacular 
education, because it required more highly qualifi ed, expensive teachers.  31   
The colonial government thus threw their support to Malay-language edu-
cation; English-education remained highly commodifi ed and restricted to 

     28     Wa Thiong’o,  Decolonizing the Mind .  
     29        Philip   Loh  ,  Seeds of Separatism: Educational Policy in Malaya: 1874–1940  ( Oxford :  OUP , 

 1975 ),  2 – 4  .  
     30     ‘Attack on Education Policy in the Colony’,  ST , 13 February 1932.  
     31        Harold E.   Wilson  ,  Social Engineering in Singapore: Educational Policies and Social Change, 

1819–1972  ( Singapore :  Singapore University Press ,  1978 ),  39 – 43  .  
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elites, whereas education in other languages, particularly in Chinese lan-
guages, was devolved to private initiative.  32   

 In the postwar years, it became clear that this system of education had 
bred a generation of Anglophone elites who often had more in common with 
each other than with their original language communities. As Singapore’s 
Minister of Culture between 1959 and 1965, S. Rajaratnam, remarked, ‘The 
English language acted as a kind of cement for a new kind of community 
which was not completely Chinese or completely Malay’.  33   This community 
was being nurtured in the University of Malaya (UM), the ‘crucible of the 
Malayan nation’, envisioned as a place where a truly non-communal nation’ 
would be nurtured by the English language.  34   The University of Malaya, 
established in 1949 in Singapore (at the time still part of the Federation of 
Malaya), was an explicit corollary of the British postwar objectives of even-
tual self-government, part of broader postwar imperial designs for a colonial 
university education ‘designed to imbue elites of emerging nations with a 
British view of the world and to prepare them for postcolonial membership 
of the Commonwealth’.  35   UM was a colonial success story – by 1952, it was 
the largest university in the colonial empire, with an intake of 875 students.  36   
Its English department nurtured an eager literary movement in an effort to 
produce a language and a literature fi t for this non-communal nation.  37   

 The objectives (and failures) of this movement are embodied by the 
short-lived  Engmalchin  devised as a literary refl ection of an idealized local 
patois: a local Esperanto.  38   Its poetry – loose pastiches of Malay, Chinese, 
Tamil, and English, ironic, and painstakingly hybrid – was both produced 
and betrayed by deep internal confl ict in a wilful quest for authenticity.  39   

     32     Questions of language in Malaysia have been most frequently dealt with in terms of the 
education question, and will not be dealt with from this angle; see    Tan Liok   Ee  ,  The 
Politics of Chinese Education in Malaya 1945–1961  ( KL :  OUP ,  1997  ).  

     33        Chua Ai   Lin  , ‘ Imperial Subjects, Straits Citizens: Anglophone Asians and the Struggle 
for Political Rights in Inter-War Singapore ,’ in  Paths Not Taken:  Political Pluralism in 
Post-War Singapore , ed.   Michael   Barr  , and   Carl   Trocki   ( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2008  ).  

     34        A. J.   Stockwell  , ‘ “ The Crucible of the Malayan Nation”: The University and the Making 
of a New Malaya, 1938–62 ,’  MAS   43  ( 2009 ),  1149–87  .  

     35      Ibid .,  1163.   
     36     Anne Brewster, ‘Towards a Semiotic of Post-Colonial Discourse: University Writing in 

Singapore and Malaysia, 1949–1965,’ Occasional paper, no.  4, Centre for Advanced 
Studies (Singapore: NUS Press, 1989).  

     37        Koh Tai   Ann  , ‘ Singapore Writing in English:  The Literary Tradition and Cultural 
Identity ,’ in  Essays on Literature and Society in Southeast Asia: Political and Sociological 
Perspectives , ed.   Tham Seong   Chee   ( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  1981  ).  

     38     The term is a concatenation of ‘English’, ‘Malay’ and ‘Chinese’.  
     39     For Engmalchin and English literary movement, see Brewster,  University Writing in 

Singapore and Malaysia ; D.  J. Enright, ‘Engmalchin’.  The New Statesman , 28 January 
1965, 158–59; Koh Tai Ann, ‘Singapore Writing in English’; Robert Yeo, ‘An Interview 
with Wang Gungwu (in the Mid-1980s),’  https://pores.com/2008/02/interview/  (accessed 
19 October, 2010).  
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‘All too self-consciously’, local idioms were mustered in enthusiastic verse; 
a clutch of young undergraduates fetishized the local, were puzzled and 
thrilled by the rich polyglot bounty available for recombination, ‘fl oored’ by 
creative possibilities opened by ‘the illegitimate mixing of various languages 
. . . “Itu  stamp  ta’ ada  gum  ta’ boleh  stick  lah” ’. Wang Gungwu, one of its 
protagonists, quipped: ‘We didn’t know whether it was English with Malay 
grammar structure, or Malay with an English lexicon!’  40   Poetry proceeded 
from wonder: ‘borrowed visions.…in colonised hearts’.  41   It fell prey to, as 
Wang himself would later refl ect with the faint amusement which distance 
enables, ‘the basic contradiction which inheres between the search for an 
autonomous Malayan literature, and the decision to base that search on 
English forms’.  42   In its eager search for autonomy, English-language cre-
ative writing sought the same formal ends as the DBP’s national language 
project. By 1955 its own proponents had announced its failure: ‘We regret 
to say that this language,  Engmalchin  . . . is a failure if only because of its 
self-conscious artifi ciality and the failure of its “sires” to understand that a 
language can never be created by edict’.  43   

 The English language, pursued with unfettered creativity, potentially 
offered an opportunity for forming a genuinely ‘national’ community 
across ethnic and sectarian lines. But it was dogged by its elitist nature; 
worse, its speakers were vulnerable to charges of colonial subservience. 
It was this colonial orientation which freighted English with the disagree-
able burden of being ‘a symbol of the humiliation of the Malay nation’.  44   
When UM undergraduates claimed to speak for the polyglot Malayan 
nation in the language of the colonizers, and to dedicate themselves 
to the creation of a national literature in it, this laid bare the familiar 
tensions of postcolonial literature in many colonized countries whose 
tongues and minds were shaped by a language irrevocably foreign. One 
is reminded of Ngu ̃ gi ̃ ’s bitter reaction to the claim by many African writ-
ers that English held an ‘unassailable position in [African] literature’. ‘It 
is the fi nal triumph of a system of domination,’ Ngu ̃ gi ̃  remarked dryly, 
‘when the dominated start singing its virtues’.  45   

 The DBP certainly did not sing odes to English. In the eyes of the 
national language movement, English was in direct competition with 

     40     Translation: ‘If that stamp has no gum, it won’t stick’. Wang Gungwu, ‘Trial and Error 
in Malayan Poetry’,  Malayan Undergrad , 9, no. 5 (July 1958).  

     41        Edwin   Thumboo  , ‘ Singapore Writing in English:  The Need for Commitment ,’ in 
 Persidangan Penulis ASEAN 77 (Conference of ASEAN Writers 1977)  ( KL :  DBP ,  1978  ).  

     42     Yeo, ‘Interview with Wang Gungwu’.  
     43     Editorial,  The New Cauldron , 1955, cited in Brewster,  University Writing in Singapore and 

Malaysia .  
     44     Harper,  End of Empire , 299.  
     45     Wa Thiong’o,  Decolonizing the Mind , 20.  
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Malay; it was the antithesis of the linguistic autonomy the DBP sought. 
Under the tireless directorship of Syed Nasir, the DBP sought to fi ght 
against ‘the tide of English’, and the  nujum sangkamara  (prophets of 
doom) who said that Malay was  tidak lengkap  (incomplete). Such nay-
sayers, Syed Nasir fumed, broke the spirit of the people, causing them 
to ask for English as the more complete, more perfect language of unity. 
However important English was as a world language, he insisted, in the 
Federation its functions were confi ned to just three areas:  high-level 
administrative affairs of government, technical and scientifi c vocations, 
and higher education. ‘In the everyday lives of the majority of citizens of 
this country, English is not necessary. And to teach it to the farmers, the 
fi shermen and the rough labourers so that they can exchange their famil-
iar ways of life for something altogether new – this is an impossibility.’  46   

 In those areas where English  was  deemed superior, the DBP set into 
motion intensive language planning efforts to bulk out the terminology 
( istilah ) in areas in which Malay seemed ‘lacking’. These efforts occupied 
the best part of the fi rst decade.  47   The fi rst two  istilah  committees were 
appointed in 1957: government terminology, and scientifi c and technical 
terminology. By 1959 there were committees developing terms for engi-
neering, forestry, medicine, and more, with a heavy emphasis on material 
and vocational lexicons; later,  istilah  committees were added for librari-
anship, history, anthropology, and law.  48   In DBP’s fi rst ten years, some 
81,000 words were coined.  49   General procedures had also been roughly 
worked out by 1959, establishing methods and guidelines for formulat-
ing terms in Malay. These early guidelines established a hierarchy of pref-
erence in creating terms: the fi rst choice was always to use existing Malay 
words as root words or cognates; second, Indonesian words, which were 

     46     Editorial, ‘Kedudokan Bahasa Inggeris’,  Dewan Bahasa , June 1958.  
     47        Sherida   Altehenger-Smith  ,  Language Change Via Language Planning:  Some Theoretical 

and Empirical Aspects With a Focus on Singapore  ( Hamburg :   H. Buske ,  1990 ),  122–27  ; 
   Asmah Haji   Omar  ,  Language and Society in Malaysia  ( KL :  DBP ,  1982  ).  

     48     Collections of these glossaries are held at the British Library. First glossary, Offi cials and 
Offi ces, was published in 1960, followed by, respectively, Administration, Economics, 
Education, Geography, Biology, Forestry, Agriculture, Physics, Mathematics, Chemistry, 
Engineering, Law, Linguistics, Literature, Postal, Business, History, Home Economics, 
Music, Visual Arts, Physical Education, Islam, Librarianship, Architecture, and Printing/
Publishing.  

     49     Estimates of the exact number vary, sometimes depending on whether or not the source 
has included terms which have been  revised  in subsequent years, in addition to those 
newly coined. I have included in my estimate only new terms, compiled from DBP’s own 
annual reports for the years 1959–1969, for which it claimed 81,787 new terms coined. 
   Dewan Bahasa dan   Pustaka  ,  Penyata Tahunan (Khusus-nya untok 1 August – 31 December 
1959)  ( KL :  DBP ,  1959  ) and    Dewan Bahasa dan   Pustaka  ,  Penyata Tahunan  ( KL :  DBP , 
1961– 1979  ). The  ST  of 13 February 1969 claims 90,879.  
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recognized as more advanced; third, ‘international terms’ (though this 
effectively meant English); and only fourth, loaning from English.  50   

 Yet as Robert Le Page pointed out:

  Committees [are] established to enlarge the local vocabulary; but without con-
stant use in the law courts and universities, the new vocabulary cannot be assimi-
lated . . . In the fl ush of national independence they may . . . embark on a policy 
of linguistic chauvinism based on a misguided concept of ‘language purity’, only 
to fi nd, as Samuel Johnson had found by the time he completed his Dictionary, 
that ‘to enchain the syllables, and to lash the wind, are equally the undertakings 
of pride’.  51     

 Le Page, a renowned sociolinguist, served as Professor of English at 
UM between 1960 and 1964, and witnessed fi rsthand that fi rst fl ush 
of independence; his comments were astute. No doubt there were suc-
cesses: numerous terms conjured into existence by committee remain 
very much in use today. But it is worth reading these glossaries for their 
fi ercely nationalist intentions. At times, it seemed as though words were 
cobbled together with little regard for aesthetic value or utility, fulfi lling 
only the need to be distinct from English. One established method of word 
coinage was to agglutinate Malay root words which were either literally 
or metaphorically evocative of the targeted English word; a good exam-
ple of this is the word  tanahair  (literally, ‘land water’) to mean  ‘homeland’ . 
This technique was easily taken to absurd extremes. Some examples can 
be found in the glossary for history. The word  ‘ Indologist ’  was clumsily 
rendered  ahlikajindia , an agglutination of  ahli  (‘expert’),  kaji  (‘study’) 
and India, necessitating the inelegant omission of the shared ‘i’ between 
 kaji  and  India .  Chronology  was  tertibtarikh  (literally, ‘descending dates’), 
and qualifi ed, somewhat grudgingly, as  kronoloji .  52   Many of these words 
eventually succumbed to improbability. Condominium, a truly preva-
lent English loanword in a modern Malaysia whose urban capital today 
is dominated by skyscrapers, was bizarrely translated as  kuasagabung  – 
literally, ‘power combine’.  Infrastructure , today simply  infrastruktur , was 
initially a sibilant mess  –  asasusunan   – which made sense only if one 
understood it to be an agglutination of  asas  (‘basic’ or ‘original’) and 
 susunan  (‘layout’ or ‘arrangement’). 

 These criticisms arise not only through hindsight; contemporaries, 
too, were sceptical. One reader wrote to the  Dewan Bahasa  criticizing the 
 istilah  committees for their approach to scientifi c terminology, which, as 

     50     Muhammad bin Hanif, ‘Istilah Baharu’,  Dewan Bahasa , September 1957.  
     51        R. B.   Le Page  ,  The National Language Question: Linguistic Problems of Newly Independent 

States  ( London :  OUP ,  1964 ),  51 .   
     52       Istilah Sejarah  (KL: DBP, 1973).  
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a result of the contortions to avoid simply borrowing the English word 
wholesale, produced terms entirely divorced from all scientifi c meaning. 
He gave the example of  radiometer , which had been rendered as  ukor 
radio  (‘radio device’), even though radiometers had nothing to do with 
radios.  53   Malay schoolteachers were often the most disgruntled at DBP’s 
enthusiastic terminology efforts. A primary school maths teacher from 
Kota Bharu, M. A. Mahmood, wrote to the newspapers complaining that 
in matters of pedagogy, ‘language should not interfere or distract’: clar-
ity, not fl amboyance, was the appropriate standard for language. DBP’s 
textbooks, he charged, had been translated from the English using use-
lessly fl amboyant terms painstakingly selected from obscure Sanskrit or 
Arabic roots:  tauladan  was used rather than  contoh  as the translation of 
‘example’;  khudrat  for ‘power’, instead of  kuasa . He grew so frustrated 
that he abandoned the DBP textbooks and wrote his own translations for 
teaching instead.  54   

 In the spirit of pragmatism, the Constitution had outlined a grace 
period for the continued use of English in offi cial capacities, stipulat-
ing that ‘for a period of ten years after Merdeka day,  and thereafter until 
Parliament otherwise provides , the English language may be used’ in all 
offi cial purposes.  55   But Syed Nasir had no intention of allowing parlia-
ment to provide for any use of English which continued past 1967, and 
it is in this context that his energies in the fi rst decade of the DBP’s 
existence should be understood: as he saw it, he had ten years to prove 
that the Malay language would be modern, rich, and stable enough as a 
language to serve as the  sole  national language of postcolonial Malaysia, 
without recourse to English. 

 Thus, 1967 was a key year in Malaysia’s cultural decolonization. As 
required by the constitution, a National Language Bill was passed by 
Parliament in March, by an effortless 95 votes to 11, effectively rejecting 
offi cial-language status for all languages other than Malay, and requiring 
all offi cial texts at state and federal levels to be solely in Malay. But it 
hedged the question of English. The fi nal bill outlined exceptional cases 
in which it could and would continue to be used in offi cial capacities. 
Nearly all of them pertained to matters of law. The bill also hedged the 
question of multilingualism:  it allowed for Malay translations of com-
munications or documents from any other language community, which 

     53     Mohd. Yusof bin Rahman, ‘Kesukaran Menterjemah Perkataan2 Sains Ka-Bahasa 
Melayu’,  Dewan Bahasa , February 1958.  

     54     ‘Language Licence in Malaya Too’,  ST , 13 September 1961.  
     55     See the Federal Constitution of Malaysia (1986), available at  http://unmis.unmissions  

 .org /Por ta l s /UNMIS/Const i tut ion-making%20Symposium/Federa l%20
Constitution%20of%20Malaysia.pdf  (accessed 21 May 2015), 122; emphasis added.  
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meant that the government, not unreasonably, was willing to continue 
to communicate with non-Malay speakers on matters pertaining to gov-
ernance and the public interest.  56   The fi rst Prime Minister of Malaya, 
Tunku Abdul Rahman, issued a speech on the implementation of the Bill 
as a plea for tolerance. ‘I have chosen the peaceful way,’ he said.  57   

 The passage of the Act sparked a distinctly un-peaceful range of reac-
tions. The National Language Action Front (NLAF), formed in 1964 
from a coterie of Malay teachers and intellectuals to champion the 
cause of Malay, were outraged, accusing the Tunku of ‘having sold the 
Malays down the drain’.  58   On 3 March 1967, a day after the debates 
over the Act began in the lower house, the NLAF organized a demon-
stration to oppose the act. Over 2000 people from 129 Malay language 
organizations assembled at the DBP to protest the bill for its provision 
of English use, as well as for signalling that the government was still 
willing to accept communications from Chinese and Tamil, thus, as one 
party suggested, granting them a ‘semi-offi cial’ status and thus allegedly 
regressing the national language struggle.  59   On the other hand, Chinese 
language activists were equally alienated by the bill, since it did not actu-
ally grant Chinese offi cial language status.  60   The whole thing was, as one 
academic observer remarked, a ‘non-solution’.  61   

 At the DBP itself, Syed Nasir was dismayed at the extension. In a 
speech several months afterward, he continued to insist that there should 
no longer be any doubt that Malay could take its place as the national 
language. He sent a strident memorandum to the Tunku and heads of 
state, charging them with failing to stand fi rm in the quest to replace 
English with Malay as the offi cial language. DBP’s labours over the past 
decade, he insisted, had borne fruit; Malay, he insisted, was undoubtedly 
the equal of English.  62   

 But despite their opposition to it, English, with all its colonial bag-
gage, was deeply implicated in the DBP’s language project, at least in 

     56     See the National Language Bill, 1967, subsequently enacted as National Language Act 
1967, Act no. 7 of 1967, available at  www.agc.gov.my/Akta/Vol.%201/ Act%2032.pdf  
(accessed 21 May 2015).  

     57     ‘I have chosen the peaceful way,’  ST , 3 March 1967.  
     58     Kua Kia Soong,  Malaysian Cultural Policy and Democracy  (KL: Resource and Research 

Centre, 1990), 90.  
     59     ‘An all-Alliance yes,’  ST  4 March 1967.  
     60     This confl agration has a longer history and cannot be covered here but for a sum-

mary, see    Lee   Ting   Hui  ,  Chinese Schools in Peninsular Malaysia: The Struggle for Survival  
( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2011  ).  

     61        Cynthia H.   Enloe  ,  Multi-Ethnic Politics:  The Case of Malaysia , Research Monograph 
Series ( Berkeley :  UCP ,  1971 ),  101  .  

     62     Syed Nasir, ‘Speech to Majlis Perasmian Perayaan Sepuluh Tahun Dewan Bahasa dan 
Pustaka, 27 Jul 1967’, in  Syed bin Nasir Ismail, Koleksi Ucapan.   
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the form it took under the leadership of trenchant ethnonationalists such 
as Syed Nasir.  63   It is perhaps no coincidence that some of the most suc-
cessfully English-educated Malays – those who had the greatest facility 
in English – were also the most vocal about the need for a national lan-
guage, and insisted on Malay achieving absolute parity with English. The 
two fi rst directors of the DBP, Ungku Aziz and Syed Nasir, were bilin-
gual successes of the elite Anglo-Malay education system; they were also 
natives of the state of Johor, a historic centre for literary activity as well 
as a sultanate with a long tradition of adaptation under British tutelage.  64   
Deep insecurities about the Malay language certainly stemmed in part 
from a cognizance of literary and linguistic standards instilled by their 
English education: a standard grammar and orthography, an authorita-
tive dictionary, a literary canon, a modern vocabulary, and a rigourous 
pedagogy. While imbued with the spirit of young Malay nationalism, 
then, the task of the DBP was at the same time conceived in a spirit 
of derivative comparison, one in which the Malay language was found 
lacking by transplanted standards.  65   Such insecurities can be clearly seen 
from a statement by Syed Nasir explicitly comparing the project of codi-
fying a national language to the standards of English linguistic scholar-
ship. Whereas some considered DBP’s fi rst and most pressing task to be 
the production of a handy, popular one-volume Malay-English diction-
ary for general use, Syed Nasir, the newspapers reported, ‘clearly has in 
mind a most ambitious production, on a Malaysian par perhaps with the 
huge and highly detailed Oxford Dictionary of the English language.’  66    

    Fighting Multilingualism: The Indictment 

of the ‘Malayan’ 

 Even if English could not be championed as a national language, why the 
rabid insistence on a  monolingual  national language policy? In Malaya’s 
polyglot environment, the sole use of Malay as a national language would 

     63     The DBP, though, was more than Syed Nasir: during its lifetime it also employed and 
offi cially sponsored writers such as Usman Awang or Keris Mas, whose politics and 
cultural agendas were much more open than the DBP’s offi cial stances as they appeared 
under Syed Nasir’s directorship. In a way, it is symptomatic of the openness of the time 
that even in its most trenchantly ideological state, the DBP was by no means a mono-
lithic entity. My thanks to Sumit Mandal for pushing me to recall this point more fi rmly.  

     64     Syed Nasir was born in Batu Pahat, Johor, 1921 and was educated at the Royal English 
School in Batu Pahat, passing his Senior Cambridge in 1938, and subsequently trans-
ferring to SITC. See ‘Biodata’, in  Ibid ., 303.  

     65     On this theme,    Partha   Chatterjee  ,  Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative 
Discourse  ( Minneapolis :  University of Minnesota Press ,  1993  ).  

     66     ‘Urgent Need’,  ST , 8 July 1965.  
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challenge not only English, but other languages spoken widely in Malaya 
as well: most prominently, Chinese and Indian languages. The question, 
in the Malayan context, was thus not only one of replacing the colonizer’s 
language; it was also one of exclusivity, which went right to the heart of 
the formation of the postcolonial nation: to what extent ought Malay to 
be the  sole  national language of Malaya? In the profoundly multilingual 
context of Malaya, could a single national language unite communities, 
or was the attempt doomed to elevate one tongue over the others in an 
act of unavoidable cultural imperialism? 

 Some of the DBP’s role in pressing forward a monolingual conception 
of the national language can be seen in the tussles over the question of 
a national literature in the 1960s. The DBP refused to concede the pos-
sibility that a national literature could be written in multiple languages. 
In this, it took a very different stance to its institutional counterpart in 
Singapore, the Dewan Kebudayaan dan Kebangsaan (DBKK), which 
was founded in 1960 and placed under the directorship of an Indonesian 
professor of literature, Slametmuljana. The DBKK was dedicated from 
the beginning to an attempt to build a ‘Malayan culture’, and under-
took, in a far more sustained fashion than the DBP, translation work into 
Malay, Chinese, Tamil, and English. 

 It is nomenclaturally unfortunate that the DBKK’s objectives were 
‘Malayan culture’ and ‘Malayan literature’. The word  Malayan  was 
tainted by both etymology and circumstance. In the prewar Malay press, 
the word  Malayan  was often used in contrast to  Malay  or  Melayu  as a 
general term for non-Malay foreigners. In  Majlis , the Malayans, or the 
 bangsa Malayan , were those 

  who come from the Chinese and Indian continents, but the levels of avarice and 
cupidity of these two peoples, who both intend to seize the rights of the Malays 
( orang Melayu ), are not equal. The Malayans who are from India are a little more 
slack, perhaps because their wealth too derives from the Malayans who come 
from the Chinese continent.’  67    

 Inaction, it was thought, would seal their fate. Malay writers lamented 
the imminent fate of the Malays as a people, who would, if they were 
sluggish and slow to act, be lost and replaced with this ‘Malayan’ – as 
one poet puts it, ‘ hilanglah “Melayu” ganti “Malayan” ’  (The ‘Malays’ 
will be lost and replaced with the ‘Malayans’).  68   In 1932  Saudara  edi-
tors intervened in a ‘war of words’ ( perang kalam ) between  ‘Melayu’  and 
 ‘Malayan ’, at the time taking place principally in the English-language 

     67     ‘Bangsa Melayu dan Bangsa Malayan’,  Majlis , 10 October 1935.  
     68     Mimia Cha, Kelang, ‘Oh Dagang! Sampainya Hatimu’ , Warta Ahad , 3 August 1941.  
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 Malayan Tribune , over the question of Malay rights in the Malay states. 
 Saudara  chastised its readers for failing to take their place as ‘soldiers’ 
in the fray. The ‘Malayan’ contingent seemed to be larger and louder in 
their demands than that of the Malays. Furthermore, of the small hand-
ful of Malays who were speaking up at all, nearly all of them hailed from 
Singapore, Johor, Kedah, and Kelantan. Where,  Saudara  demanded, 
were the Malays who lived in the very Malay States which were coming 
under threat? 

  Perhaps they are afraid, or are still saying, ‘Ah, never mind, let it be!’ But these 
Malayans are saying, ‘The  Melayu  Country is our country, because we are the 
ones who have enriched it – the  Melayu  should go back to the jungles because 
they are not qualifi ed to live in, let alone rule, this country.’ What do you say, you 
 Melayu?  How do you like the song sung by these Malayans?  69    

 As a word,  Malayan  received further vilifi cation through its use in 
the unfortunate ‘Malayan Union’ scheme.  Malaya  was, until the imple-
mentation of the Malayan Union, more of a geographic concept, or a 
British and colonial title, used in principally British departments such as 
the Malayan Civil Service. The name preferred by Malay writers in the 
Malay press was, of course,  Semenanjung Tanah Melayu :  the Peninsula 
of the Malays, or the Peninsular Land of the Malays. The irreconcilable 
tension between the two names was emphasized by  Majlis , who in the 
1930s exhorted its readers to fi ght to claim ‘ Semenanjung Tanah Melayu 
untuk Melayu ’ (Peninsula of the Malays for the Malays) back from its 
nemesis, ‘ Malaya untuk Bangsa Malayan ’ (Malaya for the Malayans)  70   
and to whom the citizenship privileges conferred by the Malayan Union 
appeared as a tremendous, terrible triumph for these ‘Malayans’:

  At this time can be heard the cries of delight in newspapers throughout Malaya 
from the  anak-anak bangsa asing  who will be given the same rights of citizenship. 
The cheers of the  anak Malayan  do not only prove their delight because they will 
get the same citizenship rights for entry into the Malayan Civil Service . . . but 
also [goes] to the extent of teasing the  umat Melayu  as if to say, ‘Now you Malays 
know. We, the  anak Malayan , have won in the political struggle. What we have 
desired all this while has been achieved.’  71     

 These troubled semantics did not translate well. ‘Malayan’ acquired 
divergent meanings in Chinese, Malay, and English.  72   For the Chinese, 
the word  Malayan  was a simple and unencumbered translation of the 
Chinese words for Malaya, used adjectivally:  that is to say, ‘Malayan 

     69     ‘Melayu dan Malayan’,  Saudara , 12 October 1936.  
     70     ‘Adat Menjadi Rakyat: Sungutan Bangsa Malayan Berdengung’,  Majlis , 18 July 1932.  
     71       Majlis , 10 November 1945, quoted in Ariffi n Omar,  Bangsa Melayu , 50.  
     72     I am unfortunately unable to comment personally on its connotations in Tamil.  
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Chinese’ ( malaiya huaren ) simply meant ‘Chinese people (  huaren  ) in, 
from, or of Malaya (  malaiya  )’. The Chinese language uses separate words 
for China as a country ( zhongguo ), Chinese as an adjectival ethnic mod-
ifi er (  hua  ), Malaya as a country ( malaiya  – a phonetic rendering, abbre-
viated as  ma ) and Malay as an adjectival ethnic modifi er (  wu  , as in  wulai 
yu  for Malay language).  73   It was, therefore, possible, in Chinese, to make 
a distinction between the two components of the Malay word  bangsa  – 
ethnicity and nation. The word  Malayan  was, within the context of the 
Chinese language, almost a non-issue. When uttered in an English sen-
tence, the term  Malayan  had more positive connotations of inclusivity 
and interethnic compromise. It intended to describe as much as pre-
scribe a body of loyal citizens who would think of Malaya as their home, 
whatever their racial, cultural, or ethnic affi liations or backgrounds. As 
People’s Action Party (PAP) co-founder S.  Rajaratnam (1915–2006) 
put it, the three component cultures of Malaya were like three circles 
that overlapped like Venn diagrams, the intersection of which ‘can be 
described as areas of Malayan culture because they consist of cultural 
beliefs and practices which are held in common’.  74   

 But both of these lay in stark contrast to its destructive and exclu-
sive connotations when uttered in a Malay sentence. In part, this may 
have been a deliberate political strategy:  as Donna Amoroso suggests, 
the United Malay National Organization (UMNO) has politically 
thrived by keeping stuck together the components of  bangsa , race, and 
nation, which may have been better kept semantically separate. But once 
UMNO triumphed over the Federation question, and ensured that the 
constitution would safeguard and privilege  bangsa Melayu  as a biologi-
cally determined ‘race’, citizenship became subordinate to a race-based 
nationality. Henceforth it was not possible to discuss citizenship  alone  
without also discussing race, and, under this narrower defi nition of 
 bangsa , there could be nothing meaningful in the phrase  bangsa Malaya . 
(Indeed,  bangsa Malaysia  is a term which has only gained political capital 
in the recent decade or two, and still tends to leave Malay constituents 
‘underwhelmed and uneasy’).  75   A further cause of trouble was that, as 
Cheah Boon Kheng has suggested, bilingual Malay-English speakers 

     73     Chinese also uses  malai   馬來  for  Malay ; for example,  malai yu  would refer to the Malay 
language. However, when referring to ‘the Chinese and the Malay people’, one would 
abbreviate not to ‘ huama ’  華馬  but to ‘ huawu ’  華巫 .  

     74        Kwa   Chong Guan  , ed.  S. Rajaratnam on Singapore: From Ideas to Reality  ( Hackensack, 
NJ :  World Scientifi c ,  2006 ),  141–45  .  

     75        Donna   Amoroso  , ‘ Dangerous Politics and the Malay Nationalist Movement, 1945–47 ,’ 
 South East Asia Research   6 , no.  3  ( 1998 ),  253–80  . For a sophisticated discussion of Malay 
and Chinese terms that function as concepts of ‘community’, ‘nation,’ and ‘race’, see Tan 
Liok Ee, ‘The Rhetoric of Bangsa and Minzu.’  
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made no attempt to standardize their political discourse across the very 
language boundary which their bilingualism permitted them to straddle. 
Thus, when speaking to mixed audiences, the word  Malayan  tended to 
be used in reference to national matters, but 

  . . . when speaking to only Malay audiences, the Malay leaders would use the 
Malay terms for the country, ‘ Persekutuan Tanah Melayu ’. They would also use 
the term ‘ bangsa ’ which means both ‘nation’ and ‘race’. Delivered to Malay audi-
ences, it would literally mean  bangsa Melayu , the Malay race’.  76    

 The troubled semantics of the ‘Malayan’ are encapsulated in the story 
of Malaya’s struggle over the national form of its literature. Wong Seng 
Tong, commenting on the taxonomical confusion of contemporary 
Malaysian literary scene, has said that it, ‘like the Malaysian society itself, 
is multi-racial and multi-lingual. The term “Malaysian Writer” can be 
cumbersome. It can be interpreted to mean a Malay who writes either 
only in Malay or in both Malay and English; or a Malaysian-Chinese who 
writes either in Chinese, or Malay, or English, or in any two or in all the 
three languages; or a Malaysian-Indian who writes in any one or two or 
all the three languages.’  77   These diffi culties were at the core of Malaya’s 
fi rst conference convened to hash out the question of national literature. 

 The Malayan Writers’ Conference, as it was called, was held in March 
1962. It was conceived as a national, fully multilingual undertaking, 
canvassing papers and opinions from writers of all language streams on 
three main topics: namely, the forms and functions of Malayan literature, 
and the role of the Malayan writer in society. The primary innovation 
was the format of the conference, which attempted scrupulously to cater 
for all language groups. Papers written in any one of four of Singapore’s 
offi cial languages had to be translated and made available in all the other 
three. It was bold and ambitious – and an administrator’s nightmare. The 
conference was attended by 116 participants (36 from the Federation, 
and 80 from Singapore) and 118 observers (12 from the Federation, and 
106 from Singapore). 

 Perhaps its innovative format refl ected, both in its conception, ambi-
tion, and failing, the endemic quandaries of ‘Malayan’ nationalism. Even 
at the time, the format was perceived by many to be the central fl aw of 
the conference, for it cordoned off each community into its own private 
sphere of cultural discussion: an echo of Le Page’s characterization of 
a multilingual society, in which ‘each racial community [has] a private 

     76        Cheah   Boon   Kheng  ,  Malaysia: The Making of a Nation  ( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2002 ),  8  .  
     77     Wong Seng Tong, ‘The Identity of Malaysian-Chinese Writers’, paper presented at 

the Second International Conference on the Commonwealth of Chinese Literature, 
Singapore, August 15–19 (1988), 110.  

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.007
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. The University of British Columbia Library, on 16 Jan 2017 at 16:17:03, subject to the

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316563007.007
https:/www.cambridge.org/core


The Postcolonial State202

world into which it can retreat . . . without being overheard by other com-
munities’.  78   But the question of Malayan literature required open and 
collective, not secret and insular, discussion. One contemporary observer 
understandably charged that such an exclusivist format defeated the 
purpose that underlay the term  Malayan writers : ‘There having been no 
mixed discussion,’ he demanded, ‘how could there have been any state-
ments of general aims and objects?’  79   

 Isolated from each other in their linguistically divided sessions, Malay, 
Chinese, Tamil, and English-language groups had come to quite differ-
ent conclusions about ‘Malayan’ literature. The Malay-language seminar, 
attended by around 50–60 observers and peaking at 154 for the second 
session of the conference on ‘The Functions of Malayan Literature’, con-
cluded that only national language works could be considered Malayan 
literature; their only concession was that you could use occasional 
words from other languages in local works in the national language. The 
Chinese seminars were attended by fourteen participants and observ-
ers; the Tamil seminars, thirty-six in total. Both these groups expressed 
the conviction that any literary work ‘expressing Malayan aspirations or 
based on the Malayan life as their background’, or ‘born of Malayan cul-
ture’, could be considered national literature, irrespective of the language 
in which it was written. 

 From the documentation left behind by the conference, it seems clear 
that it was painfully inconclusive.  80   Despite these very divergent conclu-
sions, the conference permitted no resolutions or voting on any kind 
of consensus. The general conclusion of the report claimed success in 
achieving its ‘main objective’: to bring writers from four language streams 
together for an informal exchange of views on the subject of writing. It 
could claim no more than that, and indeed continued, slightly defen-
sively, that agreement or consensus in a multilingual and multiracial 
conference were practically impossible: understanding and acquaintance 
were great enough achievements already. It seems likely that this tone of 
defensiveness arose from an unpleasant incident, mentioned nowhere in 
the Report, in which a group of around fi fteen to thirty Malay writers  81   
staged a walkout. Led by Abdul Ghani Hamid, the then leader of the 
Board of Malay Literature and Culture ( Lembaga Tetap Kongres ) on the 
fi nal day of the conference, it was staged partly over unresolved ques-
tions about what would count as the language of national literature and 

     78     Le Page,  National Language Question , 34–35.  
     79     K. A. Atem, ‘Awareness – But with a Touch of Naïveté’,  ST , 25 March 1962.  
     80        Dewan Bahasa dan Kebudyaan Kebangsaan  ,  Report of the Malayan Writers’ Conference  

( Singapore :  DBKK ,  1962  ).  
     81     There are different numbers given, depending on source.  
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whether literature in any language other than Malay would be accepted as 
‘Malayan’ or national, and partly in protest against the conference conve-
nors’ refusal to carry out any sort of vote on any of these matters. Those 
who walked out were largely (if not entirely) Federation delegates.  82   

 It was certainly a mark of the profound failure of the conference that, 
as another observer refl ected some months later, its participants could 
not bring themselves even to agree on what should have been a most 
obvious resolution for a multilingual country:  that ‘each writer should 
strive to his utmost to know at least  another  language, other than one of 
his cultural group’. Such an agreement, David Simon thought, would 
have, ‘if expounded at the outset, formed a stimulating common plat-
form for discussion and for exploring possibilities of co-operation.’  83   
But in truth, by 1959 bilingualism or multilingualism as an objective or 
principle of state policy seemed to threaten rather than build national-
ism: national unity and multilingualism had become incompatible oppo-
sites. In the fi rst session of the Dewan Rakyat, Tunku Abdul Rahman 
made this explicit: in responding to a question by another delegate, he 
stated, almost offhandedly: ‘The Honourable Member spoke about unit-
ing the people of this country and I agree with every word he said, but 
unfortunately he contradicted himself in the same speech. One moment 
he suggested there should be unity and at another moment that there 
should be multilingualism.’  84   Syed Nasir, the director of the DBP, said in 
1964: ‘I am of the opinion that those people who advocate the principle 
of multilingualism are treading on dangerous ground and are adopting 
a very unhealthy attitude which is very dangerous for the people of this 
country.’  85   In other words, rather than any one particular language, such 
as Mandarin or Tamil, it was the  plurality of languages itself  that posed a 
threat to the new nation. The DBP was founded on the same premises, 
after all, as the Constitution, which had in 1957 set out, in the endlessly 
controversial Article 153, the legal foundations for Malay cultural impe-
rialism by providing for the ‘special position’ of the  bumiputras  (‘sons 
of the soil’, i.e., Malays) above all other communities in Malaya, often 
referred to as Malaysia’s ‘social contract’.  86   

     82     ‘Fiery End to Writers’ Talks’,  ST , 19 March 1962.  
     83        David   Simon  , ‘ In a Multiracial Society: Letter from Singapore ,’  Eastern Horizon   2 , no.  5  

( 1962 ),  65 – 66  .  
     84     Tunku Abdul Rahman in response to D.  R. Seenivasagam, 30 November 1959, 

Parliament of the Federation of Malaysia,  Parliamentary Debates:  Dewan Ra’ayat 
(House of Representatives) Official Report , (KL: Dewan Ra’ayat, 1959), 665. Hereafter 
 Parliamentary Debates, 1959.   

     85     ‘Nasir: Role of National Language to Unite all Races’,  ST , 5 May 1964.  
     86     See Article 153 of the Malaysian Constitution.  
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 There is no space to recount the political furore over multilingual-
ism here, save to note that the possibility for a plural language policy 
was mostly raised, then killed, in the battles over education policy.  87   It 
should be made clear that few, if any, were denying that Malay should 
be the national language; those who advocated multilingualism were 
rather saying that citizens could speak Malay as well as other languages 
without being subject to accusations of national disloyalty. Scholars who 
have examined these events closely have observed that this more inclu-
sive position, in favour of multilingualism in schools, ended up being 
promulgated principally by non-Malays. In other words, it was chiefl y 
non-Malay opposition political parties who campaigned most vocally for 
such policies as the offi cial recognition of non-Malay languages, and offi -
cial provisions for a multilingual education system.  88   Thus, an agenda of 
cultural equality and plurality became susceptible, in a bizarre discursive 
twist, to charges of ethnic chauvinism. 

 This was a fateful casualty in early Malayan politics, one which has been 
underemphasized in the literature: namely, the extent to which a  pluralist  
and  egalitarian  political agenda – specifi cally the questions of multilingual-
ism and equal citizenship – assumed  chauvinistic  qualities. Throughout 
the 1950s, the Chinese education association front,   Dongjiaozong  , spear-
headed an energetic call for a multilingual state policy, in alignment with 
non-Malay opposition parties.  89    Dongjiaozong ’s interest was arguably to 
promulgate ‘an alternative vision of a multiethnic nation’ – namely,  a plu-
ralistic approach to all aspects of cultural policy .  90   Because this ideological 
challenge to monolingualism was presented by non-Malays, however, it 
became wrought in communal terms:  Dongjiaozong  members were suc-
cessfully charged as Chinese chauvinists, beholden to narrow interests 
that ran directly counter to the spirit of nationalism. In other words: polit-
ical groups championing a  pluralist  and  egalitarian  political agenda were 
forced to defend themselves against charges of anti-nationalism. When the 
People’s Progressive Party (PPP) Secretary-General D. R. Seenivasagam 

     87     For a start on this vast literature, see    Lee   Hock   Guan  , ‘ Ethnic Politics, National 
Development and Language Policy in Malaysia ,’ in  Language, Nation and Development 
in Southeast Asia , ed.   Lee   Hock Guan  , and   Leo   Suryadinata   ( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2008  ); 
Tan Liok Ee,  Chinese Education ; Loh,  Seeds of Separatism .  

     88     Tan,  Chinese Education .  
     89      Dongjiaozong  was an amalgamated front of two Chinese education associations, 

 Dongzong  and  Jiaozong , representing Chinese schools and Chinese teachers in Malaysia 
respectively. See glossary.  

     90        Tan   Liok   Ee  , ‘ Dongjiaozong and the Challenge to Cultural Hegemony ,’ in  Fragmented 
Vision:  Culture and Politics in Contemporary Malaysia , eds.   Joel   Kahn   and   Francis  
 Loh   ( Honolulu :   UH Press ,  1992 ),  182  . See also    Ang   Ming   Chee  ,  Institutions 
and Social Mobilization:  The Chinese Education Movement in Malaysia, 1951–2011  
( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2014  ).  
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pleaded in parliament – ‘We are not asking for anything more: we are only 
asking for equality’ – he had in the same breath to defend himself from 
the charge of communalism:

  Mr Speaker, Sir, logically I am not raising a communal issue – I am trying to play 
down communalism. Those who ask for equality can never be communal – it is 
only those who oppose, who fi ght against, equality who are defi nitely communal-
ists of this country, and they will go down in the history of this country as having 
done the greatest disservice to this nation . . .   91     

 K. J. Ratnam, writing in 1965, pointed out the peculiarity of this def-
inition of ‘communalism’, in which the position of those who advocated 
racial equality was considered communal. This was, he observed, an 
‘unusual defi nition’ made possible only because Malay priorities were 
assumed as a matter of right: any call to decrease them was made against 
their interest, and by extension in the interest of a particular community.  92   
Seenivasagam’s agenda for equality was accused of ‘exploiting Chinese 
chauvinism’, ‘playing up to Chinese dissatisfaction’, and that it ‘twanged 
hard at the chord of Chinese sensibilities and emotions’. Tunku Abdul 
Rahman had privately commented that by 1955 he regarded both ques-
tions of ‘ jus soli ’ and ‘Multi Lingualism’ thoroughly ‘shelved’ due to their 
tendency to ‘jeopardise harmony between Malays and Chinese’.  93   The 
confl ation of these two questions – citizenship and language – refl ects 
the way in which pluralist forms of both were rejected, on the cusp of 
Malayan independence, as anti-national. 

 The minor fracas of the Malayan Writers’ Conference, therefore, sym-
bolized an early discursive battle between alternative confi gurations of 
state language policy: on the one hand, the Federation’s monocultural 
imperative (a Malay-language Malaysia), and on the other, Singapore’s 
willingness to conceive of a culturally plural state (a multilingual 
Malaysia). It was an ominous foreshadowing of what would become 
of the political merger between Singapore and Malaysia the follow-
ing year: a union which was, of course, practically stillborn, ending in 
1965 with the expulsion of Singapore from the Federation.  94   The posi-
tions which the DBP took over multilingualism helped to close down 

     91      Parliamentary Debates, 1959 , 581.  
     92        Kanagaratnam Jeya   Ratnam  ,  Communalism and the Political Process in Malaya  ( KL :  UM 

Press ,  1965 ),  159  .  
     93     Special Branch Report on Conversation with Tunku Abdul Rahman, President of UMNO 

(Top Secret), attachment to note from Sir Donald MacGillivray (High Commissioner of 
Malaya) to Sir John Martin (Colonial Offi ce), 14 March 1955, TNA, CO 1030/312.  

     94     On merger, see    Albert   Lau  ,  A Moment of Anguish: Singapore in Malaysia and the Politics 
of Disengagement  ( Singapore :  Times Academic Press ,  1998  ).  
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alternative confi gurations of the postcolonial nation itself:  language, 
truly, was the beleaguered soul of the nation.  

    Fighting Hybridity: The Indictment of Babel 

 The DBP fought a third battle against linguistic hybridity, even though, 
as I suggest here, hybrid or creolized tongues offered yet another possible 
route to genuinely interethnic communication. Rather, the DBP sought 
to propagate a  bahasa Melayu tulen  (unadulterated Malay) or  Melayu 
halus  (refi ned Malay) as the national language, to be scrupulously distin-
guished from what it called an impure,   kacukan   (mixed) Malay:  bahasa 
pasar  or ‘bazaar Malay’.  95   This search for linguistic purism is arguably 
one of the most abiding legacies of colonialism in Malaya. For the DBP, 
Malay was to be the common tongue, but it should not be ‘common’ 
in the sense of ‘debased’; it should stand fi rm and pure against the 
ever-present danger of contamination by other languages. Its fl agship 
periodical, the  Dewan Bahasa , established itself in the early years of inde-
pendence as the central source for all questions regarding the Malay lan-
guage, and, in its pages, DBP writers and language enthusiasts set about 
the task of language purifi cation in remedial terms, seeking to correct 
the ‘problem’ (  masalah  ) of language hybridity by imposing and fi xing 
standards of  Melayu betul  (correct Malay). 

 It is worth recalling at this point that  bahasa pasar  was a register of 
the Malay language long denigrated by colonial offi cials as the ‘grossly 
degenerate patois’ of the Straits.  96   Yet that patois is arguably a good indi-
cator of how Malay culture as it evolved over the last century should 
be understood; it is, as Joel Kahn has called it, ‘the ultimate  peranakan  
(hybrid) culture’.  97   Often touted as the historic  lingua franca  of an 
extremely diverse region arguably stretching from Madagascar to Papua 
New Guinea,  98   Malay’s hybridity and its openness to change and adapta-
tion were seen by some as virtues, not vices. Malay writers from an earlier 
period, in the 1930s, did not lament  kacukan : ‘We may not have intended 
for Malay to become  kacukan ,’ a writer for the  Majallah Guru  said, ‘but 
what can we do? It seems to be our fate…’ For this writer, Malay’s  kacu-
kan  lent it an enormous fl exibility that would ensure its survival:

     95     For this distinction, see    Hendrik   Maier  , ‘ From Heteroglossia to Polyglossia:  The 
Creation of Malay and Dutch in the Indies ,’  Indonesia   56  ( 1993 ),  37 – 65  .  

     96     For this attitude see in particular    Hugh   Clifford   and   Frank   Swettenham  , eds.  A 
Dictionary of the Malay Language  ( Taiping, Perak :  Government Printing Offi ce ,  1894  ).  

     97        Joel S.   Kahn  ,  Other Malays: Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism in the Modern Malay World  
( Singapore :  NUS Press ,  2006 ),  170  .  

     98     See, e.g.,    James T.   Collins  ,  Malay, World Language: A Short History  ( KL :  DBP ,  1998  ).  
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The Language Planners 207

  Malay is so hybrid that it cannot possibly be lost, for how do you lose a hybrid? 
Surely it would merely change into a new hybrid? [ . . . ] O! If we take a foreign 
language and let the sound of it shift to correspond to the sound and style of 
Malay, don’t you good readers fi ght! The Malay tongue itself will alter without 
having to be told.  London  will be sounded as ‘Landan’ and  Inspector  will be pro-
nounced ‘Sepitir’ and  Go Astern  will turn into ‘Gostan’ and  Puncture  will be pro-
nounced ‘Pancit’. And so on. Without any instruction from anyone.  99     

 The DBP, however, undertook to be that source of ‘instruction’ for 
Malay, a voice of authority which not only lamented but abhored  kacu-
kan  Malay. It was a position which certainly has colonial roots: an 1894 
dictionary of Malay by two British philologists, for example, breezily 
asserted that ‘all authorities are agreed that the purest Malay is spoken 
. . . by the natives of the Peninsula, especially in the States of Pe ̆ rak, 
Ke ̆ dah, Jo ̆ hor and Pa ̆ hang, and it is here that the student should look 
for specimens of the language in its highest and most elegant forms.’  100   
The sentiment may be easily found elsewhere, and earlier; take for exam-
ple William Marsden’s 1812 dictionary, which inveighs against ‘bha � sa 
kachu � k-an’ as ‘the basest and most corrupt style . . . the mixed jargon of 
the bazaars of great sea-port towns’.  101   

 Crucially, a reading of the  Dewan Bahasa  reveals a strong perception 
of a relationship between  bahasa pasar  and Chinese speakers of Malay.  102   
The following excerpt, taken from the  Dewan Bahasa ’s column ‘Questions 
and Answers Regarding Language’, is indicative of the hierarchy of Malay 
speakers which the DBP articulated through its guardianship of the lan-
guage. In it, Za’aba fi elds inquiries about the proper use of language, in 
this case, from one Tuan Abdullah bin Haji Abdul Rauf concerning the 
Johor-Riau pronunciation of Malay. The principal difference between the 
Johor-Riau pronunciation and Tuan Abdullah’s own dialect lay in the 
articulation of the schwa. This is a phonemic vowel sound (ə) found in 
many languages (in English, for example, it is heard in the second syl-
lable of the word ‘sofa’) and especially common in the Malay language, 
in which a large proportion of words end with the vowel ‘a’. Johor-Riau 
pronunciation dictated that the ‘a’ at the ends of Malay words, such as 
 lada  (pepper) and  ada  (have), should always be pronounced with a fi nal 

     99     ‘Peraturan Menulis Zaman Ini’,  Majallah Guru , January 1931.  
     100     Clifford and Swettenham, ‘Dictionary of the Malay Language’.  
     101        William   Marsden  ,  A Dictionary of the Malayan Language  ( Cox and Baylis ,  1812  ), xvii. 

On high/low diglossia in Malay see especially    James   Errington  ,  Linguistics in a Colonial 
World: A Story of Language, Meaning, and Power  ( Oxford :  Blackwell ,  2008  ).  

     102     A point strongly elaborated for Indonesian in    James   Siegel  ,  Fetish, Recognition, 
Revolution  ( Princeton, NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  1997  );    Hendrik   Maier  , ‘ Forms 
of Censorship in the Dutch Indies: The Marginalisation of Chinese-Malay Literature ,’ 
 Indonesia   51  ( 1991  ).  
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schwa (as in ‘ladə’), rather than with a fi nal ‘ah’ sound (as in ‘lad-ah’). 
Tuan Abdullah wished to ascertain the implications of DBP’s standard-
ized pronunciation for northern Malays, who tended to pronounce the 
‘ah’ rather than the schwa. Za’aba’s reply was as follows:

  The fi nal ‘a’ sound pronounced as an elongated ‘e ̆ ’ [i.e., the schwa] follows the 
Riau-Johor dialect or accent (which includes Melaka, Selangor, Pahang, Perak 
and Terengganu). In the Negeri Sembilan accent it is pronounced ‘o’. In the 
Kelantan accent it is pronounced somewhere between an ‘a’ and an ‘o’. But 
whatsoever the pronunciation, its spelling will be ‘a’. In all languages there are 
sure to be various accents ( pelat ), and the accent most admissible as the ‘stan-
dard’, the most correct . . . is determined by those who are more educated or 
who became civilized ( mendapat cara tamaddun ) in the sense of refi nement of 
upbringing and manners ( kehalusan didikan dan budi pekerti ). For most Malays, 
the ‘e ̆ ’ sound is considered more educated and correct. Those who pronounce 
the fi nal ‘a’ as ‘a’ [i.e., ‘ah’] are only those who speak  bahasa pasar  (Chinese, 
Indians, Arabs and others who are not Malay) or Malays who are infl uenced by 
those races.  103     

 Under the DBP, the charge that  bahasa pasar  was a Chinese, Indian, or 
Arab creole of Malay assumed national signifi cance. It was a ‘problem’ 
which attracted much heated debate in the pages of the  Dewan Bahasa . 
Contributors denounced it as an abomination resulting from the ten-
dency of ‘non-native’ speakers of Malay to translate Chinese or Tamil 
sentence structures directly into Malay; or from overlaying Malay with 
Chinese or Tamil phonetics. These read like charges of contamination, 
and they held for both grammar and pronunciation. Grammar purists 
inveighed against misuses of pronouns and tenses thought to be bas-
tardizations wrought upon Malay by mistranslations from Chinese: for 
example, the use of  nanti  (wait/afterwards) instead of  akan  (will) to 
denote the future tense, or the liberal use of the proprietary pronoun 
 punya .  104    Bahasa pasar  was also attacked on the oral front, which in many 
ways seemed a more indelible charge, for it implied a physical incapacity. 
Contributors compiled lists of words that had been ‘bastardized’ in for-
eign mouths. In these, Chinese speakers of Malay came under the most 
fi re. Chinese speakers of Malay (so the criticisms ran) regularly mispro-
nounced  r  and  d  sounds as  l  sounds, and turned hard  g  sounds into the 
softer  ng  sounds; they confused glottal stops with hard consonants, and 
hard consonants with sibilance. These were unsalvageable defects: those 
whose tongues and mouths had been shaped by Chinese vowels and 
consonants were simply not capable of speaking ‘proper’ Malay.  Goyang  

     103     Za’ba, ‘Soal Jawab Bahasa’,  Dewan Bahasa , June 1956; monthly columns run 1956–8.  
     104     For discussion of ‘punya’ see Anne Pakir, ‘A Linguistic Investigation of Baba Malay’, 

147–62.  
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(shake) was regularly distorted in Chinese mouths into ‘ngoyang’;  tujuh  
(seven) into ‘tiuchu’,  roti  (bread) into ‘loti’, and  atas  (up) into ‘atat’. The 
list of defi ciencies among Tamil Malay-speakers was smaller: ‘saya’ was 
pronounced ‘chaya’, and they occasionally slipped on vowels. English 
speakers of Malay tended to be lampooned rather than castigated: they 
pronounced schwas with a risible nasal twang.  105   

 In its hypersensitivity to prescribing correct Malay speech, the DBP 
thus preserved strong and seemingly insurmountable distinctions 
between speakers of what ought to have been a national language from 
different ethnicities. It was not enough for non-Malay speakers to learn 
Malay as a marker of national loyalty. Indeed, in a fl ush of national enthu-
siasm in the early 1960s, many did, encouraged by the DBP’s energetic 
language campaigns.  106   Rather, in a sense, non-Malay speakers of Malay 
could  never  truly speak the national language, as defi ned by the DBP. 
 Bahasa pasar ’s ‘deviations’ from DBP’s standard Malay were established, 
and then maintained, as unassailable indices of ethnic difference. 

 This deep antipathy to and extreme suspicion of English, multilingual-
ism, and hybridity, continues to the present in many important, debil-
itating respects. Canonical Malaysian literature, the entry to which is 
guarded by the DBP, is overwhelmingly Malay. Before 1949, Wan Boon 
Seng, a Baba Malay translator and writer, ranked third among the most 
prolifi c Malay-language writers, producing in this period twenty-nine 
Malay-language books, more even than the output of the renowned writ-
ers Syed Sheikh al-Hadi and Harun Aminurrashid.  107   Yet his work, by 
virtue of it being non-standard, or ‘Baba’ Malay, has not entered the 
national canon. Baba Malay itself has slipped slowly into obsolescence 
since the end of the Japanese Occuption; the last known Baba texts in 
Malaya, a translated Chinese classic and a book of Baba  pantun , were both 
published in 1950.  108   It has also been virtually impossible for literature 
by Malaysians in any language other than Malay to be considered as part 
of the national literary canon. A recently republished anthology of ‘con-
temporary Malaysian literature’ by Muhammad Haji Salleh is in many 

     105     Ismail bin Haji Yusof, ‘Mas’alah Bahasa Pasar dalam Pengajaran Bahasa Kebangsaan’, 
 Dewan Bahasa , October 1958.  

     106     See for example the recollections of Yang Guiyi, who compiled national Chinese-Malay 
dictionaries throughout the 1950s.    Yang Guiyi  ,  Yang Guiyi Hui Yi Lu: Jiao Tong Yu Ci 
Dian  ( KL :  Nan da jiao yu yu yan jiu ji jin hui ,  2006  ).  

     107     Mohd. Sidin Ahmad Ishak, ‘Malay Book Publishing and Printing in Malaya and 
Singapore, 1807–1949’ (Ph. D. diss., University of Stirling, 1992), 132.  

     108     William Gwee, ‘A Brief Discussion on Baba Publications with Emphasis on 
their Translation Works’, Catalogue to the William Gwee Thian Hock Library 
of Baba Publications. Kindly made available by William Gwee. See also    Jürgen  
 Rudolph  ,  Reconstructing Identities:  A  Social History of the Babas in Singapore  
( Aldershot :  Ashgate ,  1998  ).  
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ways paradigmatic of the specifi c tensions of postcolonial Malaysian lan-
guage and literature.  109   It been subjected to a snarling review for its nar-
row focus on Malay writings in Malay, and for its somewhat dilatory take 
on the meaning of ‘contemporary’. The anthology includes no selections 
of literature by Malaysians in any other language, and even in its 2008 
second edition, no works of literature by Malay writers who emerged any 
later than the sixties. ‘An anthology named as “an anthology of contem-
porary literature”,’ Wong Phui Nam, its reviewer, observed dryly, ‘does 
not include in it the very writings that would have given credence to the 
word “contemporary” in the title . . . [It is] a collection that was already 
out of date at the time of its fi rst printing’.  110   

 But the omission of literature by non-Malays, let alone in languages 
other than Malay, perturbs Wong even more. A Malaysian poet writing 
in the English language, Wong was active in student literary circles at 
the UM in the 1950s, but had buried his poetic impulses after the racial 
riots of 13 May 1969. The cultural and linguistic repression which came 
in its wake forced him to question the validity of the language which 
came most naturally to him, and he fell silent for 15  years, returning 
to poetry only in the late 1980s.  111   His mature poems are regarded as 
among the best in Malaysian English language literature, but they receive 
little national recognition. Little wonder, then, that he is out of sorts with 
Muhammad Salleh’s collection. If it is deemed suffi ciently representative 
of the Malaysian literary tradition, Wong concludes, ‘then Malaysia has 
to be a monocultural backwater state . . . as the cultural nationalists wish 
it to be, and not a country with a diversity of cultures and a literature that 
speaks with a multiplicity of tongues that it, in fact, is.’  112   

 The contemporary incarnate of  bahasa pasar , now called  bahasa rojak , 
is characterized above all by hybridity. A  truly unifying lingua franca, 
its speakers codeswitch with breathtaking ease and creativity between 
all manner of languages in popular use in Malaysia; in lexicon, regis-
ter, and prosodics, it is understood and used daily by Malaysians of all 
racial backgrounds. Yet  bahasa rojak  has been spectacularly banned in 

     109        Muhammad Haji   Salleh  , ed.  An Anthology of Contemporary Malaysian Literature , 2nd 
( KL :  DBP ,  2008  ). First published in 1988.  

     110        Wong   Phui   Nam  , ‘ Review:  Muhammad Haji Salleh (ed.), An Anthology of 
Contemporary Malaysian Literature ,’  Asiatic   4 , no.  1  ( 2010 ),  102–03  .  

     111     A brief biography and interview with Wong is available online; see Ann Lee, ‘Wong 
Phui Nam: A Voice in the Wilderness’,  http://viweb.freehosting.net/Wongphuinam.htm  
(accessed 5 May, 2011).  

     112     Wong Phui Nam, ‘Review:  An Anthology of Contemporary Malaysian Literature,’ 
109. See also the response by    Muhammad Haji   Salleh  , ‘ From the Cave of Denial 
and Discontent, Darkly: Response to Wong Phui Nam’s Review of “An Anthology of 
Contemporary Malaysian Literature” ,’  Asiatic   4 , no.  1  ( 2010 ),  156–60  .  
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national media outlets as a threat to and contamination of the mono-
cultural national identity espoused and championed by the DBP.  113   
Recent ethnographic research has shown that Malaysian national lan-
guage planning is fundamentally at variance with language use: far from 
a single national language, there are instead many Malaysian languages, 
which dissolve under the rigid structures of planned Malay into a sea of 
language shifts between Malay, English, Portuguese, Malayalee, Tamil, 
Javanese, Hokkien, and more besides. This language use is undergirded 
not by DBP and its plans and monolingual standards, but by utterly nor-
mative practices of plurilingualism and codeswitching.  114   

 The DBP’s obsession with monolingual purity may be suggestively 
read alongside accounts of colonial race and the dangers that hybrid-
ity and  métissage  – interracial unions – posed to the ‘colonial order of 
things’.  115   Such studies, focusing on colonial governance of bodies and 
sexualities, have shown how nineteenth-century European discourses 
of race allowed the colonial state to delineate categories of European 
from native and civilized from uncivilized; to identify ‘not primarily its 
external foes, but its enemies within’; and pertinently, how mixed race 
unions challenged the colonial state’s ability to maintain imperial dis-
tinctions.  116   Language in postcolonial Malaya, I suggest, offered a similar 
discursive tool, used for the purpose of maintaining racial boundar-
ies in a consociational state whose political claims to power and hege-
mony still depended on them.  117   The DBP sought to establish ‘internal 
frontiers’ which distinguished one set of language speakers from one 
another, along lines which mapped onto, and thus actively reinforced, 
boundaries of colonial-era ethnicities. Chinese-speakers were Chinese, 
Tamil-speakers were Indian, Malay-speakers were Malay, and never the 
thrain shall meet: certainly not if they spoke English; perhaps not even 
when they spoke the same ‘national’ language. And it was against the 
‘unruly’, ‘impure’ but truly interethnic argot that emerged naturally out 
of the linguistic collision of cultures that the DBP raised its strongest and 

     113     ‘Gag Order on Bahasa Rojak’,  The Star , 2 April 2006; also    Husni Abu   Bakar  , 
‘ Codeswitching in Kuala Lumpur Malay:  The Rojak Phenomenon ,’  Explorations   9  
( 2009 ),  99 – 107  .  

     114        Dipika   Mukherjee   and   Maya Khemlani   David  ,  National Language Planning and 
Language Shifts in Malaysian Minority Communities:  Speaking in Many Tongues  ( The 
Netherlands :  Amsterdam University Press ,  2011  ).  

     115     On  métissage  and the ‘colonial order of things’, see    Ann   Stoler  ,  Race and the Education 
of Desire:  Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things  ( Durham, 
NC :  Duke University Press ,  1995  ).  

     116      Ibid ., 26–32.  
     117     On persistence of communalism in Malaysian political life, see    Cheah Boon   Kheng  , 

‘ Ethnicity in the Making of Malaysia ,’ in  Nation-Building: Five Southeast Asian Histories , 
ed.   Wang   Gungwu   ( Singapore :  ISEAS ,  2005  ).  
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most indignant objections.  118    Métissage  and mixed-blood bodies threat-
ened the colonial order just as  kacukan , hybrid tongues threatened (and 
continue to threaten) the postcolonial order.  

    Conclusion 

 This chapter has sought to reveal some of the historical processes out 
of which the ‘colonial legacy’ of ethnic tensions emerged in Malaysia, 
by focusing on the postcolonial policing of the internal borders of the 
 Melayu  language. It should be clear from the earlier discussion that 
colonizers do not simply bequeath their politics, economics, and struc-
tures and practices of governance to decolonising nations. By scaling 
the analysis to place the DBP at the center of the postcolonial transi-
tion, I have tried to show how colonial conceptions of ethnicity were not 
infl icted, but maintained through to the postcolonial present. In pitting 
itself against these alternative confi gurations of national language policy, 
the DBP pressed forward a monocultural defi nition of the nation which 
was profoundly at odds with Malaysia’s pluriethnic reality. More than 
that, it bound conceptions of ethnicity to language in a confi guration 
which today seems unquestionably natural, but which is in fact one that 
requires constant maintenance. The idea that English, multilingualism, 
and hybrid speech were illegitimate forms of national communication 
took a huge amount of discursive work precisely because they were, and 
continue to be, naturally occurring features of Malaysia’s rich, multieth-
nic language ecology.  119   As Foucault wrote, ‘Humanity does not gradu-
ally progress from combat to combat until . . . the rule of law fi nally 
replaces warfare,’ but rather ‘installs each of its violences in a system of 
rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination.’  120   The DBP’s 
monocultural discourse on language is part of an ideological structure of 
the postcolonial Malaysian state that seeks to control its citizens through 
the belief that what  is , is natural. Ethnic tensions in Malaysia today are 
not merely an inheritance passively received from our colonial past, but 
a violent stasis we wreak upon ourselves. 

 Yet I have also shown, in the course of examining DBP’s practices of 
extraordinary linguistic governance, that at every frontier that it drew 

     118     For an account of the greater normativity of such encounters than the existence of 
‘pure’ monoglot language situations, see    Michel   Degraff  , ‘ Linguists’ Most Dangerous 
Myth: The Fallacy of Creole Exceptionalism ,  Language and Society   34  ( 2005 ),  533–91  .  

     119     A point well elaborated by Mukherjee and David; see their conclusion in Mukherjee 
and David,  National Language Planning .  

     120        Michel   Foucault  , ‘ Nietzsche, Genealogy, History ,’ in  Language, Counter-Memory, 
Practice:  Selected Essays and Interviews by Michel Foucault , ed.   Donald F.   Bouchard   
( Ithaca, NY :  Cornell University Press ,  1977 ),  151  .  
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and policed, alternatives proliferated. In this respect, it might be that it is 
the very act of policing itself that produces the disorder, hybridities, and 
untameable pluralities which the state fears.  121   In postcolonial Malaysia, 
as we will see in the postscript, language remains an ungovernable site, 
a constant source of state anxiety, and a space for invention and the cre-
ative rejection of state hegemonies and the status quo. This dialectic – the 
taming, the untaming, and the further taming this necessitates – is at the 
heart of what this book has been about.         

     121     Tony Day makes this point regarding the tendency towards authority over the transfor-
mation of languages – the ‘heteroglossia’ of hybrid languages and knowledges are, he 
writes, always pressured into a ‘polyglossia’ of constructs called, e.g., ‘Javanese’ ‘Malay’ 
‘Dutch’. But these ‘were a response to the very proliferation of hybridities that were 
 created by colonial rule in the fi rst place’.    Tony   Day  ,  Fluid Iron:  State Formation in 
Southeast Asia  ( Honolulu :  UH Press ,  2002 ),  147  .  
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    Postscript     

  This book has sought to write a history of language in the making of 
Malaysia. But it has not, at least principally, been a study of language poli-
cies, illiteracy, education, or other problems of an instrumental nature, 
all of which have received due attention. Rather, it has been a history 
of a dialectic: of taming and untaming; of anxious bids for order in the 
face of chaos; of closures, openings, and tussles within the languages of 
politics and political ideas. And it has been a history of language as a tool 
of empire and governance, for among the many things we learn from the 
study of empires is that boundaries require maintenance – and the harder 
and more artifi cial the boundaries, the greater the taming required. 

 Throughout this history of hegemonies, suppressions, and even vio-
lences, we have found fascinating pockets of agency. As in many colonial 
situations, the most important impediment to putting any kind of order 
into practice comes ‘from the people of the colonies themselves – their 
initiatives to make the most of the spaces that colonial regimes could 
not control’.  1   There is, in other words, agency to be found in the refusal 
of hegemonically imposed dichotomies, of ideological entrapment, of 
ill-fi tting taxonomies and valences of control that are at odds with lived 
realities. As Shamsul A. B. put it, in a contemporary world transformed 
as much by globalization as by local currents of sociopolitical change, 
‘it is impossible for the state and its authority-defi ned social reality to 
impose totally its presence on the more diffused and fragmented every-
day social reality of the masses, except in a draconian and authoritarian 
way.’  2   This is, as I have suggested, the underlying pattern elaborated in 
the preceding chapters. Across the long twentieth century of change – in 
c. 1877 ( Chapter 1 ), c. 1904 ( Chapter 2 ), c. 1945 ( Chapter 3 ), c. 1948 
( Chapter 4 ) or c. 1967 ( Chapter 5 ) – I have highlighted the fi ssures that 

     1        Jane   Burbank   and   Frederick   Cooper  ,  Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of 
Difference  (Princeton,  NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  2010 ),  326  .  

     2        Shamsul   A. B.  , ‘ Nations-of-Intent in Malaysia ,’ in  Asian Forms of the Nation , ed.   Stein  
 Tønnesson   and   Hans   Antlov   ( Richmond, VA :  Curzon ,  1996 ),  347  .  
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opened in state authority whenever linguistic disconnections between 
state and society were exposed, and the challenges that language posed 
at every juncture to the governors’ ability to govern. Each moment elabo-
rated here generated a sense of crisis, and a reaction with important con-
sequences for Malaya, in its slow march from colonial disentanglement 
to postcolonial ascendancy. 

 This dialectic, too, continues to characterize Malaysia’s march 
onward into its uncertain political future. The most recent threat of an 
untamed Babel came in 2008. The thirteenth general elections was a 
momentous one for the ruling coalition. It was the fi rst time in nearly 
forty years that the ruling coalition, whose power base rests on the 
maintenance of the ‘plural society’ model of ethnic management, failed 
to achieve the two-thirds majority in parliament needed to amend the 
Constitution. Indeed, it was the ruling party’s worst showing since 
independence in 1957. Many perceived that the grievances which 
turned citizens away from the ruling coalition included a generalized 
discomfort with the language game that the ruling coalition plays, 
which may be summed up as the language of   ketuanan Melayu   (Malay 
supremacy). In this language game,  ketuanan Melayu  has always been 
encouraged to imply  ketundukan bukan-Melayu  (non-Malay subordi-
nation), and specifi cally,  ketundukan Cina  (Chinese subordination). 
It is a language that, as one prominent Malaysian intellectual put it, 
was ‘going bankrupt, sinking with the  bahtera merdeka  [ship of inde-
pendence]. It works only for the Malay robber barons who wish to 
plunder the nation by silencing the masses and using the ideological 
state apparatuses at their disposal.’  3   The opposition rode to its relative 
victory on a wave of deep weariness among infl uential sectors of the 
population at the entrenched nature of race politics, and a widespread 
sense that the state was no longer speaking the same language as the 
people over whom it sought to rule. 

 There was no doubt that the government experienced this as a crisis. 
Borders were under threat. In the aftermath of 2008, the apparatuses of 
the state were marshalled to tame this newly restive Babel; the imple-
ments of war now social media and new forms of public psychological 
warfare. The embattled Prime Minister of Malaysia wielded a Twitter 
account, a Facebook page in Malay and Chinese, and a spirited and 
occasionally lampooned public campaign entitled ‘1Malaysia’ calling 
for ethnic harmony, national unity, and effective governance, launched 

     3        Azly   Rahman  , ‘ On the Problem of “Ketuanan Melayu” and the Work of the Biro Tata 
Negara ,’ in  Multiethnic Malaysia: Past, Present and Future , eds.   Lim Teck   Ghee  ,   Alberto  
 Gomes  , and   Azly   Rahman   ( Petaling Jaya, Selangor :  SIRD ,  2009 ),  271–72  .  
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in 2010.  4   Underneath this sanguine rhetoric, darker currents swirled. 
The Malay supremacist group PERKASA emerged and began, meta-
phorically, to rattle their  kerises . Pernicious instruments of thought con-
trol were brandished: among them, mainstream and online media were 
muzzled, free speech in universities was circumscribed, and a sinister 
arm of the Malaysian bureaucracy, the Biro Tata Negara (National Civics 
Bureau) began to ramp up the overtly racist elements of its ‘leadership’ 
courses, for which attendance is mandatory for government employees 
and students. As Yang Berhagian Dato’ Shagul Hamid bin Abdullah said 
(or rather, one imagines, intoned sonorously) at a monthly gathering of 
the BTN in March 2008:

  In order to safeguard the supremacy of the Malays ( ketuanan Melayu ) on their 
own soil, Malays, especially civil servants, must realize their past mistakes 
and act to correct them immediately . . . The results of the Twelfth General 
Elections show that the age of Malay power is coming to an end in several 
states: Perak, Selangor, Penang and KL. . . . BTN has frequently conveyed the 
message to the people, the civil servants, and the politicians that, as the lyr-
ics of the  lagu Warisan  [Heritage song] go, ‘Political power is all we have left, 
which will determine the fate of our  bangsa ’. But because of power struggles 
within our race and among the Malays, Malay power is split among itself in 
three parties, UMNO, PAS, and PKR, and the result is that Malays are divided 
among themselves, and political power has fallen from our hands . . . We saw 
that in the elections, youth, especially Malay youth, decided to vote without 
regard to race . . .   5     

 To fully understand what avenues of agency began to open in this 
newest moment of crisis, it would be impossible to ignore the expan-
sion of new media on the Internet. As it did for many other societies 
with policed civic spaces, such as China and Russia, the Internet created 
unprecedented spaces for non-mainstream thinking.  6   In Malaysia, these 
expanded enormously in the aftermath of the 2008 election, providing 
outlets for those who had long been exasperated with the sycophantic 
mainstream media. Online, language became a space for play, once again 
a site of contestation and a sandbox for creative agents. Two examples 
will suffi ce to explore the ways in which new hybrid language spaces 

     4     See, e.g., Offi ce of the Prime Minister, ‘1malaysia Booklet’,  1Malaysia:  The Personal 
Website of Dato’ Sri Najib Razak ,  http://www.1malaysia.com.my/about/about-1malaysia/  
 1malaysia-booklet/  (accessed 5 May, 2011).  

     5     My trans., quoted in Rahman, ‘Biro Tata Negara,’ 280–81.  
     6     On social media revolutions in authoritarian countries, see    Emily   Parker  ,  Now I Know 

Who My Comrades Are: Voices from the Internet Underground  ( New York :   Farrer, Straus 
and Giroux ,  2014  ). For language play and counterhegemonies in Chinese internet 
spaces, see    Guobin   Yang  ,  The Power of the Internet in China:  Citizen Activism Online  
( New York :  Columbia University Press ,  2013  ).  
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began to be used to challenge the shifting discourse on race as the basis 
of Malaysian sociopolitical reality. 

 The fi rst example is  That Effing Show  (TES) a political satire which 
was set up in 2010 by a young comedian and TV producer, Ezra Zaid.  7   
In self-conscious emulation of what Monty Python did to public political 
discourse in the 1960s, and what Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert did 
in America in the 2000s, it sought to be a  bête noire  of government media 
and mainstream news reporting. TES positioned itself self-consciously on 
the frontlines of discursive hegemonies. It was unapologetically plurilin-
gual – often its codeswitching and lapses into other languages were neither 
subtitled nor translated, because it (rightly) assumed the polyglot and het-
eroglossic nature of its audiences. Between them, the performers and pro-
tagonists demonstrated mastery of the major codes of Malaysian speech, 
swinging madly between so-called standard and non-standard forms of 
Malay and English, in self-conscious rejection of the language norms which 
governed mainstream reporting, deploying each to maximum humorous 
effect. TES deliberately did not function like the mainstream journalism 
sphere, which produces different publications for different language com-
munities (Malay newspapers, Chinese newspapers, etc.) and thus keeps 
these idealized ‘imagined communities’ informationally and linguistically 
separate from each other. Rather, it spoke with one, radically polyglot voice. 
Its humour was also mostly untranslatable to non-Malaysians, or rather, 
those who did not speak its many languages and who were not totally 
embedded in the referential contexts of their political language games. 

 Consider the following TES episode produced in the wake of a Supreme 
Court ruling in 2013 that the word  Allah  could not be used by Christian 
periodicals as the word for the Christian god, for fear that it would cause 
Malaysian Muslims to become ‘confused’ ( terkeliru ).  8   The sketch fea-
tured two ‘Indian’ and two ‘Malay’ characters discussing the court rul-
ing. The Malay characters defended the decision, insisting that the word 
 Allah  was integral to the Muslim faith but not to the Christian faith: ‘ Jadi, 
gunalah perkataan lain! Tuhan ke, Elohim ke, Jesus ke, Yahweh ke… ’ (‘So why 
don’t you use some other word! How about  Tuhan , or  Elohim , or  Jesus , or 
 Yahweh ?’) The Indian characters reply in a mix of English and colloquial 
Malay, saying that ‘OK, if you Muslims just want to take back words’, 

     7     Episodes available at ‘That Effi ng Show’,  popteevee , < https://www.youtube.com/playlist?  
 list=PL3ED4CACD2AEACA1E > accessed 27 September 2014.  

     8     ‘That Effi ng Show #95: Allah, Apa Lagi?’ < http://youtu.be/vT0O80tuPAA > accessed 27 
September 2014. I have written elsewhere on the original high court ruling on the Allah 
matter; see Rachel Leow, ‘Sticks and Stones in the  Allah  Controversy’,  East Asia Forum  
< http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2010/06/19/sticks-and-stones-in-the-allah-controversy/ > 
accessed 27 September 2014.  
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Indians, too, would be able to demand words of non-Malay origin back 
from Malay. They proceeded to ‘take back’  rokok  (the Malay word for 
‘cigarette’, of Dutch origin) as well as words of deep emotive and cul-
tural valences in Malay:  bahasa, budaya, bumiputera , and  cinta  (words for 
‘language’, ‘culture’, ‘sons of the soil’, and ‘love’, all of which derive from 
Sanskrit). ‘Kita  concern  saja,’ they said kindly, ‘we don’t want you to be  con-
fused  ( terkeliru ).’ They suggested in mock concern that they would hate for 
their Malay Muslim friends, in unknowingly using words of Indian origin, 
to ‘ ter hindu’. This is an invented word, using the common Malay conju-
gation of  ter- , which signals an accidental action, rather than  ber-  or  men- , 
which signals deliberate actions. To  terhindu , therefore, means ‘to acciden-
tally become Hindu’. The Indians then continued to pun in English with 
the same Malay conjugation: ‘because that would be a  ter-rible  problem, 
and we would like to avoid that kind of  ter-agedy  (tragedy).’ 

 Translingual punning and an irreverent disregard for language 
norms:  these are absolutely central features of Malaysian sociolinguis-
tic life, indices of the effortless heteroglossic play that exists and prolif-
erates in the undercurrents of hegemonic languages deployed by states 
and other authorities.  9   TES’s communication practices signalled a dif-
ferent arrangement of belonging and communication from how the state 
wished to organize its citizens, how it wished to speak to them, and how 
it intended that they should speak to each other. Its highly self-conscious, 
self-styled heteroglossic satire and wordplays on YouTube were, in a 
sense, new media weapons of the weak.  10   

 A second example is Teresa Kok’s ONEderful Malaysia video.  11   
Created in February 2014, it was an election campaign video seeking to 
draw attention to the numerous social grievances Malaysians faced: ris-
ing crime rates; the skyrocketing prices of oil, housing, food, and general 
living costs; and the ineffi ciencies and inadequacies of public educa-
tion. In characteristic Sinophone style, it moved playfully between vary-
ingly ‘standard and non-standard’ registers of Mandarin, Cantonese, 
Malay, and English, and would in all likelihood be utterly baffl ing to 
non-Malaysian Sinophone audiences.  12   Its English title, ‘ONEderful 

     9     On heteroglossia and the diffi culty of maintaining it in the face of standardization pres-
sures, see    Hendrik   Maier  , ‘ From Heteroglossia to Polyglossia: The Creation of Malay 
and Dutch in the Indies ,’  Indonesia   56  ( 1993 ),  37 – 65  .  

     10        James C.   Scott  ,  Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance  ( New Haven, 
CT :  Yale University Press ,  1985  ).  

     11     ‘Teresa Kok “Onederful” Malaysia CNY 2014’ < https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=JtsRcId70bk > accessed 27 September 2014.  

     12     On the Sinophone in Malaysia and Singapore, see essays by    Kim Chew   Ng  ,   Kim 
Tong   Tee   and   E. K. Tan in Shu-mei   Shih  ,   Chien-Hsin   Tsai  , and   Brian   Bernards  , eds. 
 Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader  ( New York :  Columbia University Press ,  2013  ).  
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Malaysia’, was as much a pun on ‘wonderful’ as it was a sly jibe at the 
government’s ‘1Malaysia’ campaign. Its Chinese title was a hybrid of 
two major Chinese languages in use in Malaysia today – Mandarin and 
Cantonese:   Ma lai  ( 馬来 , welcome to the Horse) and  sai lei ah  ( 犀利
啊 ), which in Cantonese means ‘terrifi c’ or ‘excellent’. It was, again, a 
phonemic wordplay on the Chinese name for Malaysia ( ma lai xi ya ), 
and capitalizes on the culturally specifi c coincidence that the abbrevia-
tive character used for Malaysia ( ma ) means horse, and that 2014 was 
in fact the year of the horse. And it also echoed the cheerful publicity 
slogan, ‘Malaysia boleh’ (Malay for ‘Malaysia  can do it’ ), which, contrary 
to its original coinage, is a phrase now frequently drenched in irony, 
trundled out in situations where Malaysia is very defi nitely failing to do 
it, whatever it is. It was used in Teresa Kok’s video, for example, to refer 
to the state of public tertiary education in Malaysia, as the country’s 
university rankings slipped inexorably down the world scale over the last 
twenty years. Malaysia  boleh , critics said bitingly. It has also been used as 
a savage criticism of governmental corruption in Malaysia, where, as the 
phrase suggests, corrupt politicians  can do  anything they wish.  13   

 ‘The pun . . . represents a sort of “capsulated” formula of an intuition,’ 
Benedict Anderson once wrote of Javanese, ‘[and] neither historical nor 
linguistic analysis has any real purchase on this intuition, because it is 
built into the miraculous quality of the pun itself ’.  14   Despite this, I have 
belaboured the telling of these wordplays: not as an excursion into fancy, 
but because there is little in the historical scholarship on Malaysia which 
takes seriously these forms of humour, the shared intuitions they under-
write, and their radical and highly self-conscious discursive interventions 
in the hegemonic scripts of the Malaysian public sphere – not even to 
mention how normative and prevalent they are. Such themes have been 
more systematically explored in anthropology and media studies,  15   but as 
this book has suggested, these interventions have longer historical roots. 
And so does the impulse to tame them. Both these videos, and their pro-
ducers, have since been served with instruments of state discipline. Police 

     13     This is the origin of the name ‘Bolehland’, which is an acerbic label for Malaysia as a 
‘Can-do land’ where anything, from state murder to large-scale government nepotism, 
is possible.  

     14        Benedict   Anderson  , ‘ The Languages of Indonesian Politics ,’  Indonesia   1  ( 1966 ),  93  .  
     15     See, e.g.,    Khoo Gaik   Cheng  ,  Reclaiming Adat: Contemporary Malaysian Film and Literature  

( Vancouver :  UBC Press ,  2011  );    Tan   Sooi   Beng  , ‘ Counterpoints in the Performing Arts 
of Malaysia ,’ in  Fragmented Vision: Culture and Politics in Contemporary Malaysia , ed.   Joel  
 Kahn   and   Francis   Loh   ( Honolulu :   UH Press ,  1992  );    Sumit K.   Mandal  , ‘ Boundaries 
and Beyond: Whither the Cultural Bases of Political Community in Malaysia? ,’ in  The 
Politics of Multiculturalism: Pluralism and Citizenship in Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia , 
ed.   Robert W.   Hefner   ( Honolulu :  UH Press ,  2001  ).  
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reports were made against TES almost immediately after the  Allah  epi-
sode, and Teresa Kok, a more prominent target for government censure 
in her role as an opposition Member of Parliament, was charged with 
sedition for this video, along with a large group of other outspoken (and 
polyglot) academics, activists, intellectuals, and opposition politicians in 
a sweep that was labelled the ‘2014 sedition dragnet’. These confl icts do 
not seem like they are best described as  ethnic tensions , a term which has 
often been used to characterize Malaysia’s past as well as present. Rather, 
they are crises of hybridities proliferating at anxiously policed borders. 
Taming Babel, it seems, is as much the preoccupation of the postcolonial 
as the colonial state. 

 To return here, then, to Vicente Rafael: who speaks, and who is spo-
ken to? What audiences do these two polyglot videos, and other such acts 
of hybrid communicative experiments like the self-consciously polyglot 
plays of Singaporean playwright Kuo Pao Kun, seek to address?  16   The 
ideal audiences for Ezra’s and Kok’s videos, it would seem, are a crit-
ical mass of other polyglots who operate from a foundation of shared 
intuitions: who consume these media and their messages, through all the 
languages they encompass and shift playfully between, without need for 
mediation, fi ltration, or translation. In a way, then, the radical challenge 
posed by these kinds of polyglot videos to the hegemonic monocultural 
state order is that they either index, or threaten to create, an audience 
for whom the old racially bordered state order is no longer relevant or 
meaningful. 

 It may be, therefore, in these transgressive language spaces that seem 
utterly  de rigeur  in the fl uid Malaysian linguistic ecosystem,  17   where a 
kind of everyday belonging appears more possible than the passions 
and furies of language ethnonationalisms and race politics would have 

     16     On Kuo Pao Kun’s multilingual plays, see    Quah   Sy   Ren  , ‘ Evolving Multilingual 
Theatre in Singapore:  The Case of Kuo Pao Kun’ , in  Ethnic Chinese in Singapore 
and Malaysia:  A  Dialogue between Tradition and Modernity , ed.   Leo   Suryadinata   
( Singapore :   Times Academic Press ,  2002  );    C. J.  W.-L   Wee  and  Lee   Chee   Keng  , 
‘ Introduction: Breaking through Walls and Visioning Beyond – Kuo Pao Kun Beyond 
the Margins ’, in  Two Plays by Kuo Pao Kun: Descendants of the Eunuch Admiral and The 
Spirits Play , ed.   C. J. W.-L   Wee   and   Lee Chee   Keng   ( Singapore :  SNP Editions ,  2003  ).  

     17     For a start on the sociolinguistic literature that highlights the fundamental fl uidity of the 
Malaysian linguistic ecosystem, see    Phyllis Ghim-Lian   Chew  ,  A Sociolinguistic History 
of Early Identities in Singapore:  From Colonialism to Nationalism  ( Singapore :   Palgrave 
Macmillan ,  2012  );    Umberto   Ansaldo  ,  Contact Languages:  Ecology and Evolution in 
Asia  ( Cambridge :   CUP ,  2009  );    John   Platt   and   Heidi   Weber  ,  English in Singapore and 
Malaysia: Status, Features, Functions  ( Kuala Lumpur :  OUP ,  1980  );    John   Gumperz  , ed. 
 Language and Social Identity  ( Cambridge :   CUP ,  1982  );    Antonio L.   Rappa   and   Lionel  
 Wee  ,  Language Policy and Modernity in Southeast Asia: Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, 
and Thailand  ( Singapore :  Springer ,  2006  ).  
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it: where routes towards acting, behaving, and eventually thinking differ-
ently might begin to open. And surely, this is the functional promise of 
a ‘national’ language. In this respect, language really does track the soul 
of the nation, but not in the way Herder envisaged. In Malaysia, it would 
seem that one route to being truly ‘national’ is to be radically polyglot. 
Perhaps, then, Malaysia offers a better model for thinking about what 
nationalism might look like in a world whose globalized, postcolonial 
citizens have moved ever further from those original men and women 
who picked up the fi rst bricks to build their city, who were all of one 
language and one speech, and who would thereafter be scattered to all 
corners of the earth.  18   It may be time, for the world’s nations as much as 
for Malaysia, to revise our fears of Babel, to embrace its opportunities, 
and rethink our modes of belonging in a polyglot, national world.       

     18     For a recent comparative treatment which proceeds from the insight that bi- and multilin-
gual contexts are much more normative in the postcolonial world than monolingual ones, 
see    Simona   Bertacco  ,  Language and Translation in Postcolonial Literatures:  Multilingual 
Contexts, Translational Texts  ( London :  Routledge ,  2013  ).  
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 Source:   Excerpt from  Vernon E.  Hendershot and W.  G. Shellabear,  A 
Dictionary of Standard Malay  (Mountain View, California: Pacifi c Press 
Publishing Association, 1945), 223. 

  Appendix V 

  Pseudo-Malay Terms Used in Many Indonesian Periodicals 

 The following list contains examples of thinly disguised Dutch or English 
words, called pseudo-Malay words because they were obviously coined 
in order to express modern concepts. Malay authorities are unanimous 
in disliking them, but the probability is that some will remain with the 
language. Malay, after all, has as much right to borrow as does English. 
War conditions have encouraged this tendency. This list is by no means 
complete. The student will not be puzzled by them because they readily 
suggest a well-known word in English or Dutch. 

    Appendix 1 

 ‘Pseudo-Malay Terms’ 

adres kolonisatie politik
armada komandan positie
administrasi komentar positief
admiraal komentator presiden
anti komisi presis
bom komunisme propaganda(kan)
bombadier kongres propeller
bomer-bomer konperensi provinsi
contra koresponden radio
civilisatie linie redaksi
collectief locomotief resolutie
cooperatie mesin rystafel (rijstafel)
delegasi militer shinto
demokrasi milliun shintoisme
diktator modal siren
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divisie moderne staf
ekonomi moreel student (en)
ethik motor systeem
(per)ekonomi(an) musiek taktik
fascisme nasional tekniek
front nasisme tekst
gas neutraal telegraam
guerrilla offensief telegraf
gupermen opisil telegrafi st
imperialisme opsir telepon
industri organisatie totalitair
industrialisatie oto transport
initiatief parade unie
internasional partai universiteit
jurnalis perekonomian vitamin
kabinet pers (pres) voorzitter
keiser persconferentie yen
kenasionalen polisi zonder
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 Source: Excerpt from ‘Huo shang jia you, tong ma yi dun’ 「火上加油，痛
罵一頓」 (To Pour Oil on Fire, To Curse the Enemy), by Lao Qing 老清, 
 Ziyou bao  自由報 (Freedom News), 15 December 1953. Chinese language 
originals reproduced in  Freedom News: The Untold Story of the Communist 
Underground Publication , ed. Kumar Ramakrishna (Singapore: S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies, 2008). Translations and explanatory notes 
are mine. 

   阿三叔丟了兩頭雞 ,  一早起來就「 X  他媽 , X  他媽」地大喊大叫。鄰居都
走去擦問他。」  

  阿伯說 : 「雞給人偷了 ,  去報『馬打』。」  

  阿春說 : 「報『馬打』有什麼用 ?  還是算了吧 ! 」  

  我聽了 ,  趕快接著說 : 「報『馬 打 』是完全沒有用的 ,  那些狗只會吃人 ,  欺
侮人。」  

  大家都說 : 「是呀 ,  是呀 ,  這些死『馬打』是專門吃人的。」  

  阿春又說 : 「不單吃人 ,  而且還完全不會捉強盜。我從來沒有聽過說 : 『馬
打』捉了犯人。」  

  我又說 : 「你去報案 ,  它們要錢『吃咖啡』 ,  沒有給就要找麻煩。」  

  阿春是駛車的 ,  比較懂事 ,  他又說 : 「給它們『吃咖啡』還不算 ,  將來它們
亂捉人 ,  天天要你去『認人』 ,  連工也不必做了。」  

  我又說 : 「若是去『   密查拉  』   ( 審判 )  時 ,  天天還要去做『   設死   』  ( 証人 ) ,  沒
有工做 ,  另外要出車費 ,  那才倒霉。不去嗎紅毛說你『   沙拉   』  ( 犯法 )  。『
密查拉』時紅毛又要亂問一切 ,  說錯一句話 ,  它們又說是大『沙拉』。」  

  大家都說 : 「紅毛真臭。」  

  我又說 : 「紅毛的『馬打』是要來吃人 ,  打人的 ,  紅毛的法庭是要來騙人
吃人的 ,  它的『   羅法   』  ( 法律 ) ,  也完全是定來害死我們的。」   

   Appendix 2 

 Malay Slang in Chinese Communist Propaganda 
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  Uncle Ah San lost two chickens. When he awoke in the morning, he 
stormed about cursing. The neighbours gathered around to ask what the 
matter was. 

 Ah Bo: ‘Someone’s stolen your chickens. Report it to the police ( 馬打 ).’ 

 Ah Chun: ‘What good will that do? Better forget it!’ 

 When I heard this, I immediately interjected: ‘Reporting to the police is 
defi nitely useless. Those mongrels only know how to “eat people” and 
bully them.’ 

 Everyone nodded and agreed:  ‘True, true! Those damned police only 
know how to bully people.’ 

 Ah Chun said: ‘Not only do they “eat people”: they are also incapable 
of catching any culprits. I have never heard anyone say that the police 
caught a real criminal.’ 

 I interjected again: ‘If you go and report to them, they will want “coffee 
money”, and if you don’t give them any, you’ll be in trouble.’ 

 Ah Chun was a driver, so he knew how things were. He said again: ‘Even 
if you give them “coffee money” it won’t be enough. In future, when 
they arrest someone, they’ll keep coming to fi nd you and make you iden-
tify them, and then you can forget about getting any more of your own 
work done.’ 

 I added: ‘Furthermore, when you attend the trial ( 密查拉 ), it’s not just 
that you’ll constantly be asked to serve as a witness ( 設死 ) and won’t be 
able to do your own work. You’ll still have to pay transport costs to get 
yourself to the trial – that’s the real kicker. And if you don’t go, the red-
haired devils will say that  you  are the guilty ( 沙拉 ) one. And during the 
trial, if the red-haired devils ask you a stray question or two, and you say 
just one wrong word, well, you’ll be in big trouble indeed.’ 

 Everyone agreed: ‘Those red-haired devils are real stinkers.’ 

 I said once more: ‘The red-haired devils’ policemen are all out to “eat 
people”, and beat them up. The red-haired devils’ courts are also all out 
to “eat people” and cheat them. Their “laws” ( 羅法 ) are good for nothing 
but scaring us all to death.’  

Hanzi Pinyin Malay English

 『馬打』  ma da  Mata-mata Police
 『密查拉』  mi cha la   Bicara  Trial, hearing
 『設死』  she si  Saksi Witness
 『沙拉』  sha la  Salah Wrong, guilty
 『羅法』  luo fa n/a ‘Law’
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     Adat      custom (Malay)   
  angkatan      generation   
  Bab-ilu      the gate of God   
  baca      read   
  bahasa      language   
  ‘Bahasa Jiwa Bangsa’      ‘Language is the soul of the Nation’   
  bahasa pasar      bazaar Malay   
  bahasa rojak      mixed language   
  Balai Pustaka      Bureau of Literature   
  balal      confound; mix; confuse   
  bangsa      race; nation; tribe; group   
  bangsa asing      foreigners   
  bangsa serumpun      common race   
  baybayin      the Tagalog script   
  bicara      court hearing; trial   
  budaya      culture   
  bumiputra      ‘sons of the soil’; native Malays   
  Cina      China/Chinese   
  Cohong ( 公行 )      Chinese merchant guilds, esp. in Canton   
  Dongjiaozong ( 董教總 )      Alliance of  Dongzong  and  Jiaozong    
  Dongzong ( 董總 )       United Chinese School Committees’ 

Association of Malaysia   
  ejaan      spelling   
  Engmalchin      mixed English, Malay and Chinese   
  Giyugun ( 義勇軍 )      Volunteer army   
  Giyu tai ( 義勇隊 )      Volunteer corps   
  gou ( 狗 )      dog   
  gouwo ( 狗窩 )      doghouse   
  guanhua ( 官話 )      court Mandarin   
  halus      refi ned   
  Heiho ( 兵補 )      Auxiliary servicemen   
  hikayat      epic; history; narrative   

  Glossary 
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  hua ( 華 )      Chinese (adj.)   
  huaren ( 華人 )      Chinese people   
  huawu ( 華巫 )      Chinese and Malay people   
  hui ( 會 )      Chinese secret society   
  Indonesia Raya      Greater Indonesia   
  istilah      terminology   
  jawi      Perso-Arabic script for Malay   
  Jiaozong ( 教總 )      United Chinese Schoolteachers’ 

Association of Malaysia   
  Jikeidan ( 自警団 )      Voluntary vigilance corps   
  jingcha/kengcha ( 警察 )      police   
  jiwa      spirit; life; soul   
  jizhongying ( 集中营 )      ‘concentration camps’   
  kacukan      mixed, hybrid   
  kampung      village   
  kapitan      chief; captain   
  kathi (qadi)      judge ( syariah  law)   
  kaum muda      youth group   
  kamus/kamoes      dictionary   
  kamus politik      dictionary of politics   
  kantoor      offi ce   
  kaum muda      young faction; young generation; 

progressives   
  kaum tua      old faction; old generation; conservatives   
  Kempeitai ( 憲兵隊 )      Japanese military police corps   
  Keris      Malay dagger   
  ketuanan Melayu      supremacy of the Malays   
  Komisi Bahasa Indonesia      Indonesian Language Commission 

(Batavia)   
  Kong Koan ( 公館 )      Council of Chinese Offi cers (Batavia)   
  ko tai/getai ( 歌台 )      lit. song stage; live song entertainment   
  kwekelingen      trainees   
  Lembaga Bahasa Indonesia      Institute of Indonesian Language 

(Medan)   
  liao/liu ( 寮 )      Cantonese character for police station   
  linghun ( 靈魂 )      soul, spirit   
  ma ( 馬 )      Chinese abbreviation for Malaya/

Malaysia   
  ma da ( 罵打 )      being cursed and beaten   
  ma da ( 馬打 )      Chinese rendering of Malay word 

for police   
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  malai sai lei ah ( 馬來犀利啊 )      ‘ONEderful Malaysia’   
  malaiya ( 馬來亞 )      Malaya (country)   
  malai yu ( 馬來語 )      Malay language   
  Malaysia boleh      ‘Malaysia can do it’   
  masalah      problem   
  masuk Melayu      to convert to Islam; to ‘enter Malayness’   
  mata-mata      police   
  Melayu      Malay; Malayness   
  merdeka      independence; freedom   
  métissage      miscegenation   
  minzu ( 民族 )      nation; people; race   
  mufti      experts in Islamic law   
  Nippon gakuen ( 日本学園 )      Japanese language school   
  Nippon-go ( 日本語 )      Japanese language   
  orang asli      lit. ‘original peoples’, indigenous peoples 

of Malaya   
  pantu ( 叛徒 )      turncoat   
  penghulu      headman; chieftain   
  peranakan      hybrid, mixed (racial ancestry)   
  putonghua ( 普通話 )      standard Chinese (Mandarin)   
  qingming ( 清明 )      festival of ancestor worship   
  raja      monarch; king   
  rumi      romanized Malay   
  san ko/shan ge ( 山歌 )      Hakka hill songs   
  seishin ( 精神 )      spirit   
  sook ching ( 肃清 )      ‘purge through cleansing’; systematic 

extermination of Chinese in Singapore 
by Japanese military, c. February to 
March 1942.   

  syair      Malay ballad   
  taobing ( 逃兵 )      defector   
  toucheng ( 投诚 )      surrender   
  touxiang ( 投降 )      surrender   
  Taijin ( 大人 )      great man (Hokkien)   
  Tokoka/Tokko �  ( 特高 )      Japanese special higher police 

(Tokubetsu Ko � to �  Keisatsu)   
  tulen      pure, unadulterated   
  Tu ji bao ( 突擊報 )      Assault News   
  ulama      Muslim scholar   
  umat      Muslim community   
  Volkslektuur      popular literature   
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  wartawan      journalist   
  wu ( 巫 )      Chinese abbreviation for Malay   
  wu lai yu ( 巫來語 )      Malay language   
  xin cun ( 新村 )      ‘new villages’   
  Yang Dipertuan      He who is Lord   
  yangge ju ( 秧歌劇 )      ‘rice-sprout song’ dances; Chinese rural 

folk opera form   
  ya zi ting lei ( 鴨子聽雷 )      ‘ducks listening to thunder’ i.e. fail to 

understand   
  yi zhi qu ( 移植區 )      ‘resettlement areas’   
  zhong guo ( 中國 )      China   
  zi shou ( 自首 )      surrender; turn oneself in   
  ziyou ( 自由 )      freedom   
  Ziyou bao ( 自由報 )      Freedom News     
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  Mandarin ( guanhua ),      xv  ,   32  ,   53  ,   153  , 
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  218  ,    230  –  1    
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  comparison with Dutch colonial rule,   
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  comparison with Spanish colonial rule,   
   29  ,    38  –  9   ,    57  –  8    
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  legacies,       15  –  17   ,   69  ,   86  ,    181  –  2   , 

  206  ,   212   
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    127  –  33    
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   100  –  2   ,   136  ,   156  ,    159  –  75    
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  Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP),      14  , 

  119  ,    181  –  9   ,    192  –  8   ,   203  , 
   205  –  13    

  Dewan Bahasa Kebangsaan Kebudayaan 
(DBKK),      198   .  See also    Dewan Bahasa 
dan Pustaka  

  Dewan Bahasa (magazine),      85  , 
   193  –  5   ,    206  –  9    
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   112  –  118   ,    122  –  6    
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   Doghouse  (play),       164  –  72   ,   174   
  Dutch (language),      28  ,   60  ,   63  ,    76  –  7   ,   80  , 

   86  –  7   ,   122  ,   129  
  Dutch unwilling to speak with 

colonized,       183  –  4    
  in Japanese occupation,       105  –  110      

   elites    
  collusion with colonizers,      76  , 

  86  ,   92   
  during Japanese occupation,       97  –  8   , 

  107  ,   110   
  during postcolonial period,      184  ,   188   
  pro-English,       190  –  1    
 See also    intermediaries   

  English (language),       37  –  9   ,    58  –  64   ,   70  , 
   121  –  3   ,   133  

  in Japanese occupation,       105  –  6   ,    108  –  9    
  in postcolonial state,      182  , 

   190  –  202   ,    209  –  13     
  Engmalchin,       191  –  2    

  ethnicity,      2  ,    7  –  13   ,   78  ,   83  ,   100  
  and the postcolonial state,      17  ,    180  –  2   , 

   188  –  92   ,   200  ,   209  ,    211  –  12   ,   216    
  ethnic tensions,      10  ,    180  –  2   ,    188  –  9   , 

   209  –  13   ,   221   
  Eurasians,       39  –  41    .  See also    racism   

   Fanon, Franz (1925–1961),       15  –  16    
  fi xity,       79  –  85    .  See also    codifi cation  
  Foucault, Michel,      12  ,   16  ,   212    

   Hakka,      See    Chinese (language)  
  Hanif, Muhammad bin,      114  ,   116  

  and Malay modernity,       121  –  6   ,   132   
  and Penang,       118  –  21     

  Herder, Johann Gottfried,       2  –  3   ,   81  , 
  90  ,   222   

  Hokkien,      See    Chinese (language)   

   Indonesian (language),      98  ,    105  –  113   
  dictionaries,       116  –  29    
  infl uence on Malay (language),       108  –  9   , 

  133  ,    184  –  7   ,    193  –  4     
  Indonesia Raya,      185   
  Indonesian Revolution,      125  ,   133  

  impact on Malaya,       111  –  12     
  intermediaries    

  as colonial agents,       29  –  30   ,   56  ,   86   
  dialectic of distrust and dependence,   

    38  –  9   ,    51  –  2   ,   56  ,   136  ,   149   
  as  kapitans ,       29  –  30    
  as translators,       55  –  6    
 See also    interpreters; Surrendered 

Enemy Personnel   
  interpreters,      23  ,   28  ,   49  ,   86  

  Chinese,       32  –  40   ,    54  –  5   ,   106  ,    144  –  51     
  Islam,       87  –  8   

  colonial fear of,       77  –  8    
  connections to  jawi ,       65  –  7   ,   91   
  conversion to,      180     

   Japanese (language),       105  –  6   ,   110  ,   128  , 
  137  ,    138  –  9   

  as cultural imperialism,       104  –  6     
  Japanese Occupation,      14  ,   92  

  and concerns over Indonesian 
nationalism,       107  –  8    

  impact on British colonialism,       101  –  3   , 
  127  ,    145  –  6    

  impact on colonized,       95  –  101   ,    110  –  11    
  language bans,       105  –  6    
  and language planning,      98  ,    104  –  10    
  and race,      100   
  stimulus for nationalism,      98  ,   131   
  totalitarian character,       98  –  100     

colonialism (British) (cont.)
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  dictionary printed in,      87  ,   114  ,    121  –  3    
  as religious symbol,       65  –  7    
  as unmodern,       70  –  8   ,    89  –  91     

  Johor,       26  –  7   ,   65  ,   85  ,   96  ,   182  ,    185  –  6   ,   189  , 
  197  ,   199  ,    207  –  8     

    kamus politik ,       113  –  33   
  characteristics of the genre,       115  –  18    
  proliferation in postwar years,   

   95  ,    113  –  15     
   kapitan  system,       29  –  30    .  See also  

  intermediaries  
   kaum muda ,      78  ,    90  –  1    
  Keasberry, Benjamin (1811–1875),       64  –  7    
  knowledge production,    

  and intermediaries,       68  –  9   ,    80  –  92    
 See also    dictionaries   

  Kuomintang (KMT),       50  –  3   ,   163    

   language    
  and dialogues and primers,       73  –  4   , 

   83  –  6   ,    158  –  9    
  and empire,      13  ,    24  –  7   ,    48  –  9   ,    57  –  8   ,   235   
  and expertise,      13  ,   24  ,    31  –  3   ,    48  –  9   , 

  51  ,    144  –  153    .  See also    sinologues; 
translation  

  hierarchies,      59  ,    80  –  3   ,   193  ,   207   
  and missionaries,      28  ,   32  ,    61  –  5   , 

   70  –  6   ,   79  ,   82   
  and modernization,      126   .  See also  

   modernity   
  orality,      14  ,   42  ,   59  ,    68  –  75   ,   79  ,    84  –  5   ,   90  , 

  92   .  See also    propaganda  
  as problem of governance,       2  –  3   ,    24  –  5   , 

   33  –  9   ,   56  ,   75  ,    143  –  6    .  See also    Babel  
  and scientism,      110   
  training programs,       30  –  3   ,    40  –  9   ,    54  –  6   , 

  106  ,    152  –  3    
  vernacular vs. literary,      42   
 See also    politicization; standardization   

  language planning,       12  –  14   ,   59  ,   90  ,   126  , 
   179  –  212   

  Chinese,      53   
  in Japanese occupation,      98  ,    104  –  110     

  language technocracy,      13  ,    24  –  5   ,    27  –  32   ,   51  , 
  56  ,    154  –  9    

  Lee Kuan Yew,      104   
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  as more modern,      91    
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   126  –  33    
  Lim Hong Bee (1917–1996),       168  –  9    
  linguistic hybridity,      182  ,   206  ,    209  –  10    
  Lyttleton, Oliver,       149  –  51    

  literacy,       68  –  71   ,   81  ,   126  ,   139  ,   141  ,   215   
  lithography,       63  –  70     

   Malacca,      26  ,   30  ,    61  –  3   ,   65  ,   120  ,   157   
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  semantics,       198  –  201     
  Malay (language),      2  ,    4  –  5   ,   9  ,   15  ,    56  –  92   , 

   105  –  6   ,    179  –  83   ,    187  –  213   ,   216  
  British study,      32  ,    43  –  5    
  connections to Indonesian,      109  , 

  133  ,    184  –  5    
  Johor Malay,      77  ,   85  ,    207  –  8    
  journalism,      98  ,   108  ,   114  ,    121  –  2   , 

   129  –  30   ,   218   
  Perak Malay,       83  –  4    
 See also    vernacular press   

  Malay (people),       8  –  12   ,    179  –  180   ,   182  , 
   184  –  5   ,   189  ,    195  –  6   ,    198  –  207   , 
   216  –  217    

  Malayan Communist Party,      See  
  Communist Party of Malaya  

  Malayan Civil Service (MCS),       31  –  2   ,    41  –  3   , 
  100  ,    145  –  7   ,    150  –  3   ,   199  

  language streams,      13  ,   45  ,   49    
  Malayan Emergency,      14  ,   101  ,    135  –  75    
  Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army 

(MPAJA),      101   
  Malayan Security Service (MSS),   

    147  –  51    
  Malayan Union,       102  –  4   ,   138  ,    146  –  7   ,   199   
  Malayan Writers’ Conference,       201  –  5    
  Marsden, William (1754–1836),       72  –  3   , 

  79  ,   207   
  McHugh, James Noel,       130  –  1   ,   138   
  Medhurst, Walter (1796–1857),       63  –  4    
  modernity    

  alternative,      88   
  colonial,      14  ,    90  –  2    
  and Muhammad bin Hanif,       121  –  6   ,   132   
  through script,       64  –  5   ,   82  ,    91  –  2    
  and Za’aba,      84  ,    88  –  90     

  monolingualism,      4  ,   7  ,   144  ,    197  –  8   ,   204  , 
  211   .  See also    national language  

  Muhammad Haji Salleh,       209  –  10    
  multilingualism,      2  ,    17  –  19   ,   179  ,   182  ,   195  , 

   197  –  206   ,    211  –  212     

   nationalism,       3  –  4   ,   17  ,   204  
  alternative,      19  ,    221  –  2    
  Asian,       96  –  8   ,   106   
  Chinese,       29  –  30   ,   46   
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   201  –  3   ,    209  –  10    

  Malay,      2  ,   180  ,   185  ,    187  –  9   ,    197  –  202    
  Malaysian,       221  –  2    
  and ‘nations of intent’,       188  –  9    
  polyglot,      18    

  national language,      2  ,   14  ,    179  –  82   ,   188  ,   192  , 
   195  –  8   ,    202  –  12    
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(NLAF),      196   .  See also    nationalism, 
ethnolinguistic  

  Ngugi wa Thiong’o,      190  ,   192   
  Nippon-go,      See    Japanese (language)  
  North, Alfred (1807–1869),       28  –  9   , 

  62  ,   65  ,   86    

   ONEderful Malaysia,       219  –  20    
  orthography,      See    romanization   

   Penang,       25  –  6   ,    30  –  1   ,   72  ,   89  ,   114  ,   138  
  Japanese capture,      96   
  as print center,       61  –  3   ,    119  –  24     

  Penyengat,       67  –  8   ,    87  –  8    
  PERKASA,      217   .  See also    nationalism, 

ethnolinguistic  
  philology,      60  ,    70  –  5   ,    81  –  5   ,    90  –  1   ,   96  ,   113  , 

   128  –  33   ,   153   
  Pickering, William (1840–1907),   

    32  –  44   ,   149   
  plurilingualism,       1  –  2   ,   63  

  distinct from multilingualism,      2   
  perception as disorder,      13    

  politicization    
  in the Japanese occupation,       96  –  7    
  of lexicon,       113  –  18     

  politics    
  conceptualization in the  kamus 

politik ,       114  –  27    
  resistance to concept in European 

dictionaries,       131  –  12     
  postcolonial studies,       15  –  17   ,   135   
  print    

  centers,       61  –  2   ,    67  –  8   ,   87  ,   120   .  See also  
  Malacca; Penang  

  economic considerations,      63  ,   68   
  and the Malay manuscript 

tradition,       66  –  70    
  and missionaries,       60  –  5   ,    70  –  5   ,   79   
  typography,      63   
 See also    letterpress  ;   lithography  ;   taming  ; 

  xylography   
  propaganda,      14  ,   51  ,    135  –  44   

  communist,      136  ,    159  –  75    
  and humour,      164  ,    173  –  4    

  in the Japanese Occupation,       108  –  9   , 
  111  ,   127   

  oral,      136  ,    153  –  5   ,    159  –  75     
  Public Relations Offi ce (PRO),   

    138  –  9   ,    143  –  5    
  Purcell, Victor (1896–1965),       23  –  4   ,    136  –  7     

   race,       ix  –  x   ,   3  ,   7  ,    10  –  19   
  politics,       180  –  2   ,   189  ,    200  –  1   ,    216  –  18   , 

   221  –  2     
  racism,       39  –  40   ,   211  

  Japanese,       98  –  100    
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  Radio broadcasting,       109  –  11   ,   115  , 
  119  ,   130  ,    136  –  44   ,    154  –  7    .  See also  
  Radio Malaya  

  Radio Malaya,      140  ,    155  –  7   ,   173   
  Rafael, Vicente,      3  ,   71  ,   221   
  Raja Ali Haji (RAH) (1808–1873),   

    67  –  9   ,   91  
  and his dictionary,       87  –  8    
  as path of alternative modernity,      86  ,   88    

  Riau,      52  ,    67  –  8   ,   76   .  See also    Johor Malay  ;  
 Malay (language)  

  romanization,      13  ,    58  –  9   ,    72  –  92   
  Baba,       81  –  3    
  Dutch systems,      73  ,    76  –  9    
  and government textbooks,      89   
  infl uence from Turkey,      98   
  systems,       72  –  9     

  Romanization Committee (1904),       75  –  6   , 
   80  –  1   ,   83  ,   85   

   rumi ,      60  ,    84  –  5   ,   89  ,   114  
  as primarily government 

initiative,       70  –  6      

   Sanskrit,      5  ,   30  ,   63  ,   118  ,   195  ,   219   
  Scott, James C.,      6  ,    79  –  80   ,   219   
  script,      13  ,    65  –  7   ,    86  –  92   ,   114  ,   123  

  phonetic,       50  –  1   ,    70  –  85   
  See also    romanization   

  Secretariat of Chinese Affairs (SCA),      54  , 
   145  –  6   ,    151  –  2   ,   160   

  Shellabear, William (1862–1948),       74  –  6   , 
   79  –  80   ,   82  ,   86  ,    128  –  31    

  Singapore,      3  ,   76  ,   120  ,   128  
  Chinese unrest in,      53   
  colonization of,      26   
  English language in,      171   
  independent,      104   
  Japanese occupation of,      92  ,    95  –  6   ,   109   
  migration to,       10  –  12   ,   25   
  missionaries in,       63  –  4    
  Mutiny,      51   
  newspapers,       111  –  12   ,   119  ,   137  ,   144  ,   186   
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  offi cial multilingualism of,      179  ,   198  , 
  201  ,   205   

  plurilingualism of,       23  –  4   ,    27  –  31   ,   49  ,   63   
  politics in,      187   
  as print center,       61  –  2   ,   68  ,   88  ,   186   
  Public Relations Offi ce (PRO),   

    138  –  40   ,    144  –  5    
  radio broadcasting in,      138  ,   140  ,   155   
  translators in,      37  ,   54  ,   144   
 See also    British Military Administration  ; 

  Malayan Security Service  ;   Secretariat 
of Chinese Affairs   

  sinologues,       40  –  56    
  Sinophone,      8  ,    219  –  20    
  Sng Choon Yee,       70  –  5    
  Special Branch,      54  ,   144  ,    147  –  9    .  See also  

  Criminal Investigation Department  ;  
 Malayan Security Service  

  standardization    
  and linguistics,       58  –  9   ,   67  ,    83  –  4   ,   183  , 

  206   
  as state hegemony,      2  ,   68   .  See also    taming  
 See also    fi xity   

  Sultan Idris Training College (SITC),   
    88  –  90   ,    184  –  5    

  surrender,      168  
  semantics,       171  –  3     

  Surrendered Enemy Personnel (SEP),   
    160  –  1   ,   174   

  Syed Nasir bin Ismail,      193  ,    195  –  7   ,   203   . 
 See also    Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka   
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  comparison between Malay and 

Chinese,      32  ,    53  –  6   ,   92   
  and development,      14  ,   57  ,    85  –  6   ,    91  –  2    
  imposition of monolingualism,      19  ,   144  , 

  179  ,    197  –  8   ,    211  –  15    
  and perception of danger,      2  ,   13  , 

  27  ,    51  –  2    
  print,       59  –  70    

  script,       79  –  85    
  sound,       71  –  7     

  Templer, Gerald,      154  ,   156  ,   164  ,   174  ,   186   
   That Effing Show  (TES),       218  –  21    
  Thomson, George,      138  ,    143  –  5    
  translation,      13  ,   27  ,    54  –  5   ,   104  ,   109  ,   123  , 

  139  ,    143  –  51   
  of Chinese texts into Malay,      82   
  of Judeo-Christian texts,       60  –  1   ,   63  , 

  73  ,   129   
  in law courts,      25  ,    33  –  9    
  of texts into English,      83  
  See also    intermediaries   

  Tunku Abdul Rahman,       171  –  3   ,   196  , 
  203  ,   205    

   United Malay National Organization 
(UMNO),      90  ,   162  ,   200  ,   217   

  University of Malaya,       191  –  2   ,   194  ,   210    

   Van Ophuijsen, Charles (1856–1917),   
   76  ,   79  ,   89   

  vernacular press,       50  –  3   ,   104  ,   127  ,   133   
  violence    

  by the colonial state,      16  ,    38  –  9   ,   97   
  in the Emergency,      173   
  under the Japanese,       99  –  100     

  Von de Wall, Herman (1807–1873),      67  ,    86  –  7     
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  Winstedt, Richard (1878–1966),      88  ,   116  , 
   128  –  9   ,    132  –  3   ,   190   

  Wong Phui Nam,      210   
  wordplay,       217  –  22     

   xylography,      63    
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(1895–1973),       84  –  5   ,    88  –  90   ,   114  , 
   207  –  8       
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