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s pICK SULLIVAN, SOCIAL RELATIONS OF DEPENDENCE
Sy 'g MALAY STATE: NINETEENTH CENTURY PERAK

. -

gullivan's essay published last year by the Royal Asiatic Society is
W of a number of recent publications by Western scholars on pre-
I il state systems which purport, infer alia to update, supplement
oven challenge the findings presented by J.M. Gullick in a book
L 1ich must now be considered a classic in this field (Gullick, 1958). As
¥ h these books present us with rather different, indeed often contras-
y .-'I pictures of “traditional’” Southeast Asian state structures. Fpr
i« reason, and because this essay has already been scrutinised for its
;rical accuracy in the pages of this journal, I propose here to
Lonsider the book as part of the Western discourse on Asia, ie. as a
antribution in the field of “‘orientalism” (cf. Said, 1978). Assessing the
ontributions in this way means asking to what extent the different
hictures of state structures painted by recent writers are due more to
ontrasts in theoretical perspective than to empirical/historical varia-
ons in Southeast Asia itself; whether recent models are as a con-
Lequence in some sense ‘‘better”’ than those already in existence (e.g.
bullick’s model); and what issues are raised by an examination of
| hanges in the western (here mainly Anglo-Saxon) image of traditional
kociety in Malaya. Once we accept the critique of positivist notions of
he development of social science made by Said among others, the
nswers to questions such as these are by no means as straightfor-
yard as has commonly been assumed, at least by Western scholars.
hese questions then can be seen to raise issues of fundamental signi-
icance for the whole enterprise of anthropology, when the latter is
jonceived as a western discourse on non-Western societies; a discourse
eeply imbued with questionable assumptions concerning objectivity,
cientificity and the like.

The main argument presented in Sullivan's essay on Perak in the
ineteenth century is that local social organisation came increasingly
be shaped by servile relations - relations which have their origin in a
uch earlier period of Malayan-Indonesian history, but which were

T

Publisheqd by Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Monograph No. 10,
F“'MS. Kuala Lumpur, 1982 Ms. XX + 88.

J_L 109




consolidated and intensified in Perak in this period in respgy:

increasing world market demand for tin. Sullivan provides ug . eliance 014
sketch of the social, economic and political history of Perak, ¢ @ Meillassod
how the intensification of tin production could come in only twq & this 87OUP:
Firstly, increased production could originate from the *
autonomous enclaves of the Chinese mining communities, progy It shol
communities which relied for their reproduction on outside soyy§ out of c-ial;cj‘
labour and means of consumption. Secondly, increased tin progugments o ¢
by Malays relied on the intensification of servile relations of gj#of fmtmga
and debt bondage, since only in this way could orang besar recp Meillasso
necessary labour, and ensure the reproduction of that labour f Llobera,
the absence of developed markets in labour power and rice.
The essay is of potential interest for a number of reasons. Ity _lﬂim:oﬁzgl
sents in some ways a challenge to existing models of precolonia] y i
political organisation in Malaya, as well as of other areas in the rg Being «
largely because it challenges the assumptions about precg) powever, ¢
egalitarianism so central to other writings on the ethnograpjy mditional'
Southeast Asia. Specifically Sullivan's is one of a number of attg social scien
to focus more attention on the study of slavery and debt bondyy of these mg|
the region, a field which has previously been neglected. At theg@  the insig|
time Sullivan's work is important at least as a manifestation; ication
number of recent attempts to combine the insights generateff s r%
theoretical models developed by social scientists with the dafd

history. This seems particularly important in the Southeast
context where it is clear that there are now no pure precolonial g

¢ : _ 1 succes|
vals, in spite of the continued use of the highly problematic concg g

nre-capitali

will allow us to assess the ways in which tradition has been cons
ed and used in modern scientific and political discourse in the regwi
Evaluating to what extent Sullivan's essay represents a succefins
attempt to combine these concerns is beyond the scope of this reiri
and is indeed better left to those with a more detailed knowledg

himself points out, a major weakness in previous models of Souti
Asian state structure has been the tendency to ignore impoihe social aff

Therefore instead of evaluating Sullivan's contributions in
areas, I propose briefly to evaluate a further claim made in his &'
namely that the insights offered by a particular group of social #lits discove
tists and philosophers (viz the French structural Marxists) refiarx had
pertinent in the context of Southeast Asian studies. For it ¥ Xial, histo 1|1
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_ ce on the work of scholars such as L. Althusser, M. Godelier, C.
R ﬂﬂ?n gsoux, E. Terray and P.P. Rey, to name only the best-known of
t;);j";u;oup, that gives definition to Sullivan's work.
' 1t should be noted at the outset that Sullivan’s essay is somewhat
o . of date, if only because it fails to take into account recent develop-
3 ol tg in this field, particularly of the increasingly sophisticated body
o ritings critical at least_ of some of the grander claims made by
il sillassoux et. al. (for a dlsqussmn of some of these see Kahn and
i ]kjubera' 1981). After all Meillassoux’s central argument about the
ol qes of power in segmentary societies, the validity of which Sullivan
f:cepts almost without question was sketched out as long ago as 1960
ieillassoux, 1960), and Sullivan might have treated such theories
: L,{th somewhat more skepticism than he does.
Being out of touch with recent theoretical discussions does not,
| ver, constitute a crime in itself, particularly when we reject
i 'mdjtional views of the progressive nature of the development of the
il .cial sciences. What is perhaps the real difficulty with Sullivan's use
ol of these models, indeed with all work on Southeast Asia which relies
o g the insights of structural Marxism (and here I must include my own
‘dyblications), is that this paradigm precisely fails to reject traditional
itivistic assumptions about the scientificity and or better pofential
alifgeientificity of social enquiry. In other words, at least in the opinion of
st Af¢his reviewer, it is the general claim made by structural Marxists to
ial s@have successfully opened up the possibility of an objective science of
meadyre-capitalist societies that is at the same time the fatal weakness of
on offthe - whole endeavour. For Althusser et. al. a study such as that
opnenvisaged by Sullivan is not primarily to be evaluated as part of the
sifWestern discourse on Southeast Asia, not in terms of its apparent fit
dwith the empirical situation in Perak in the nineteenth century, but
instead in terms of the canons of scientific practice first laid bare in the

There are in my view two ways to evaluate such a claim. The first
ifis by reference to the work of Marx himself, the second by reference to
fthe social and political conditions of the context in which such models
are used. It is not my intention to turn this review into an exercise in
{ marxology"'. Suffice it here to note that there is a substantial body of
{opinion which would reject the structural Marxist view of Marx's own
#oontribution, and which would argue precisely that the strength of
eftlarx’s own work lay more in its social and historical specificities than
ial sfiits discovery of a general “science of history", and that, moreover, if
) ref¥arx had anything general to say it was precisely to do with the
it isfocial, historical and political context of knowledge. One need not need




to go to the extremes of phenomenology or pure praxis epistemo o
to call into question the Althusserian assumptions about Marxig 1
science. '

The issue of the relation between theory and its social and poligy
context is perhaps best raised by considering another et o Perhaj
contribution to the study of precolonial State systems in Southet "
Asia, a contribution which also lays claim to being an alternatjy,s
existing paradigms. I choose here to refer briefly to A.C. Milner's |, 8°.
(Milner, 1982) not because it is in any sense more successful ncludes tl|
Sullivan’s but because in taking an opposing position it leads us }. hat anyone
to the kinds of questions I posed at the outset. 1

While Sullivan has in a sense presented us with an objectjy
model of a Malay state structure, and in this sense has not bral
radically with Gullick, Milner purports instead to present us with'j
subjectivist model, i.e. a model of nineteenth century politics whil
accords with the ways in which the Malays themselves saw the si
tion. Somewhat rewritten, Milner's critiques of Gullick and eg
European scholarship might have been addressed to Sullivan,
attacks, for example, the nineteenth century view that politjcg ! E
Malaya and Sumatra was economically motivated, being particylg ard. Geeljj
critical of the view that the state was “little more than a commey b consist sofj

Firstly, {

economism, and yet as I have argued elsewhere it has clearly failg]
escape the kinds of vulgar materialism which it precisely sought®" )
criticise (see Kahn and Llobera, pp. 806ff). In any case Milner's ly
marshalls a consdiderable amount of evidence based on an analyss
both the Malay language and Hikayat dating from the period ung
consideration which can be said to demonstrate that Sullivan's m e
does not accord with indigenous models of the political process. If tterances ang
this conclusion seems to me to raise certain fundamental issues b have undé’|
those seeking to generate knowledge of genuinely precapitalist [, iates, my
contemporary non-capitalist) social systems in Southeast Asia, is 3 hal
relating to the role to be played by indigenous conceptions in

analysis. Traditionally, of course, the problem is nearly avoided Thirdly, ar
structural Marxism, which simply relegates such issues to the reg ilid way i@ ] |
of ideology, and treating the latter as it would any other $Mermg of jio reg
phenomenon (as determined by the mode of production, if only ilner has to
last instance). And yet the traditional problem in anthropology i88ppea] o the (v
so easily resolved once we begin to question the positivistic assifator. Howevl]
tions of writers like Althusser, or indeed when we read the worl adequacies o
Marx himself in different ways. i
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10] 1 am however not, I hope, engaging in the kind of knee-jerk
S| iricism of traditional British anthropology by appealing to the

- Port,ance of indigenous conceptions. Not am I suggesting that
i“’.p or's solution, referring to what are after all in Sullivan’s terms
AV ply chronicles of ruling class ideology, is necessarily the correct
-»- # * perhaps the problem is most ¢learly manifest in Milner’s own

Y 's;jﬁcation for taking such a model as more accurate than the
A octivist model of Gullick. Milner explicitly recognises the dangers of
o on sources originating from the raja themselves, and yet
¥ ncludes that we are justified in so doing in the absence of evidence
t anyone seriously disagreed with them. Countering Milner's pre-
tation would therefore presumably mean citing evidence of peasant
- rleb,gujons or at least peasant dissidence in 19th century Malaya.

‘%%%

There are in my view three major and related difficulties with the
dification offered by Milner, and a brief consideration of them allows
W“‘}!_J to return to the validity of the structural Marxist model presented
iy Sullivan.

Firstly, the enterprise outlined by Milner, modelled on the project
or cultural anthropology outlined by writers on Southeast Asia like
Arifford Geertz, entails at base a contradiction. For if anthropology is
"8 consist solely in the translation/interpretation of existing indigenous
Yneanings, then one must ask: why and for whom? If as in this case the
“hom is the western consumer of non-Western world views, and the
Why a mere delight in cultural contrasts (perhaps to sharpen up our
gwn worldviews), then is not the whole exercise, couched as it is in
{nti-positivist terms, at least somewhat hypocritical?

Secondly, we are compelled to ask how the accuracy of such
“Hranslations and interpretations is to be assessed. Even the printed
text of a Hikayat is far from unambiguous, to say nothing of the
Jiterances and unstated assumptions of other cultures. Even a claim
b have understood the basic cultural assumptions of our closest
fssociates, much less of people among whom we have lived for only
“elatively short periods of time, must be at least suspect.

ded‘ Thirdly, and most importantly, it must be recognised that the only
' T€Balid way to judge the accuracy of a social or cultural model, is in
#ms of its reception by the people such a model purports to describe.
k er has to some extent recognised this, although he continues to
7 15 8ipeal to the (western) consumer of his writings as the ultimate adjudi-
flor. However if we accept the point made above about the
idequacies of a positivist epistemology, the typical consumer of
iner's writings should have little if any role in the evaluation of his
'posed model.
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The ultimate irony, of course, is that neither the model Propge: , 1S, an
by Sullivan, nor that outlined by Milner is amenable to this fo;- London : 1
assessment, for both purport to demonstrate the empirical factsu-i a
history which is now past and with whose subjects by definition (g Hﬂiﬂ;:;f::éué

it is supposedly a pre-capitalist history) neither Sullivan nor M4
stand in any kind of relationship. In other words, and in spite of clgj | ilner, A-C-»

to the contrary, the position advocated by Milner suffers from y Universi

same positivistic defects as does that favoured by Gullick, Sulljy No. 40
and other western writers on pre-colonial Malay. wid, E. 1978 @
The reader would be correct in concluding that the position g
lined above is extremely negative to the basis of the anthropolog,
project as it has been perceived and is perceived by strucgy ATRICK S
Marxists and more traditional anthropologists alike. Lest this re PN A MALA
appear overly nihilistic, a number of concluding points appear to bg
order.
) paul H. Kra:
Firstly, it should be noted that in one important respect, Sullivg
project is both ethically and epistemologically more feasible than .
proposed by either Milner, or some of the French structural Maryj gh?nb;le'l

and that is because it is concerned primarily not with the real pre.gt®
talist formations in Malaya, but specifically about the effects g
nature of capitalist transformation of society in the Malay pening
Because it is in the very context of capitalist transformation (¢
modern social science has its roots, because the late nineteenth cenfg:

significant formative influence in the modern situation, and becg ‘t ual soct
this transformation brought Malaya into real social, political, econg ':oci 4l in t'l:fi
and cultural relations with the West, then it seems to me notk bnd to seli"'

precludes such a study by Western social scientist. ond
and appropri

Secondly, and in spite of what has already been argued, the sf::cflln .a"l
assessors of the validity of Sullivan's models are not ninetes . per th y_1e;|
century Malays and Chinese, but are instead the people of mod eorieg

Malaysia. Ironically, but inevitably, the validity of the variety

models proposed to describe the Southeast Asian past will -er:l;l;etﬁggf":
ultimately be determined by the influence such models have onfq - . oy
making of its future. A resolution of the academic debates, therefore, dep satisfa)::tor'

entirely on what sort of future we all want that to be. émpirical daty

laulty and his|
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wpATRICK SULLIVAN, SOCIAL RELATIONS OF DEPENDENCE
J A MALAY STATE: NINETEENTH CENTURY PERAK

& The brief for this review is to examine Social Relations of Depen-
e in a Malay State: Nineteenth Century Perak by Patrick Sulli-
tan as @ work of history. Sullivan states that his ‘‘primary aim” in the
rk is the description of ‘‘dependent” social relations (slavery and
“iht-bondage) in Perak” prior to their abolition ‘“by British fiat” in
N 23 He then uses this material to “reconstruct Perak society in the
Cenl neteenth century” and more broadly to indicate the course of its
Whistorical development. (p. xiii) Sullivan’s approach is to examine the
“Wgctual social relations” of daily life (as opposed to epiphenomenal
Tsocial institutions”) and specifically (because it is the “relationship
Mound to be most useful for comparative social analysis”) the transfer
d appropriation of labour. Since ‘‘systems of labour use” as well as
Blasses in a society may be in conflict, Sullivan claims that this
~ approach yields a ‘“‘concept of social dynamic” that is ‘“‘absent from
" bther theories”. (p. xviii)

! The monograph represents a very welcome effort to use social
Btience theory to go beyond descriptive accounts of Malaysia's history
Ind analyze the processes of social change. Regrettably, the results are
- deping atisfactory because Sullivan lacks sufficient command of the
fmpirical data for the period with which he deals. His use of sources is
fillty and his reconstruction of Perak history contains assertions that his
Uata will not support.
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|
Sources

) o publish

Sullivan has included a ‘“Note on Sources’ with the monogy, “det;

. : X I it were et
wherein he points out that he has of necessity drawn his informgg powever, t|
from “impure’’ sources which were for the most part “origin, 1o have b
collected for political purposes completely at variance’ with his g4 3uth01'"it)’- (

Any reinterpretation of colonial history, he continues, must “‘comg;
terms with partisan sources’. How Sullivan thinks this should be g, Some
is not indicated, but it can safely be said that his own efforts in .I'. statements
line are unsuccessful. Sullivan also states that the work of regy ggricultura
historians of Malaya ‘‘has contributed little”” to his thesis. This ¢|gf gaves cleal
is patently untrue. While Sullivan has made an admirable effort togf reserved fe
corporate material from official reports and published accounts wrigd footnote to |
by colonial administrators in his study, much of his information § py W.E. M|
Perak history is drawn from the works of Peter Burns, Dianne [ g Javes and
and Barbara Andaya, although his understanding of Perak --or |y produce.’
thereof - is not the fault of these writers. Admittedly Sullivan failg;
cite several standard works that deal with nineteenth Century P

but there is no virtue in this omission.

Elsewh(|
in Perak on
(p. 39 n. 15(
occurs a fe
reason to de¢
Malay popu
“the numbe

The problem of using tainted sources is not whether they congg
valid information -- it would be difficult for any writer to get absolutg
everything wrong -- but rathern how to separate the rice from (f
chaff. Sullivan has not devoted sufficient attention to this matter, |
several instances he impugns sources and then make use of information dr
from these sources without explaining why in one case |
material is acceptable and in another not. For example, a statemg
by J.M. Gullick is disparaged on grounds that Gullick's source
Frank Swettenham, ‘‘an administrator not known for his objecli )
assessment of the facts” (p. 25 n. 54), but Swettenham is Sullivig Sulhyan__
authority on many points concerning Perak history and Malay socig ff"]] of dJSCll'
Sullivan also quotes Sir Hugh Low to the effect that W.E. Maxwel , inf|
“presence inhibited the people from speaking to him (Low) freely” # !
that Maxwell *“was ‘a little rough and hasty in his ways with BP%
natives, especially the inferior classes.." and most of his (Maxwelf*
informants were Malay aristocrats™™ (p. 76), yet Maxwell is di
repeatedly as an authority on slavery and other matters. Agi
Sullivan points out that Isabella Bird based her comments on slaw

and a few pa
{p. 34), there|

|
2Bird herself; |

1Among the relevant works which do not appear in Sullivan’s bibliography are the folla# 3Sutlivan refey
C.D. Cowan, Nineteenth Century Malaya; W. David Mclntyre, The Imperial Frontier i ¢ fact that he an
Tropics; Khoo Kay Kim, “The Origin of British Administration in Malaya” JMBRAS 39, I (I Pm Is reference t
pp. 52-91; C.N. Parkinson, British Intervention in Malaya; Emily Sadka, The Protected ¥ QTSTLaW and Cu
States; Chai Hon Chan, The Development of British Malaya 1896 — 1909 (App. B: Slavery 8"~ For another
Malay States of Perak and Selangor); Aminuddin bin Baki, *“The Institution of Debt-Slav

Perak’’, Peninjau Sejarah 1, 1 (June 1966). “This collectio
|
|
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published reports rather than on her personal observations which
| 0" " vdetailed and acute in other matters”. (p. 45) He goes on,
1 wever, to state that Raja Muda Yusuf was “fairly reliably” reported
) ho have brutalized a recaptured female slave, giving Bird as his
. :flthoﬁty. (p. 61)2

gome of Sullivan’s footnotes give a spurious authority to
o atements which are in fact unsupported. He writes, for example, of
il ¢ icultural production in which “a family and their slaves and debi-
aves clear and cultivate the land, the produce of the slaves being
g erved for their owner’s use”. (p. 26, Sullivan’s emphasis) The
' fpotnote to this sentence refers the reader to an article on land tenure
W.E. Maxwell, but the pages cited only make passing reference to
! Javes and contain nothing about debt slaves or the disposition of

) pl-gduce.jl

Elsewhere Sullivan accepts the accuracy of an account of slavery
“ ;1 Perak on grounds that the writer “has little reason to exaggerate”.
p. 39 n. 153) An even more astonishing observation in the same vein
A ccurs a few pages further along where Sullivan says “there is no
ol reason to doubt” a statement made in 1875 that ‘‘three quarters of the
Malay population were in the condition of debt servitude’' except that
1 ‘the number does seem very large”. (p. 46 n. 10) This statement is
A peculiar in itself and, since Sullivan on the same page estimates the
L debt slave population to have been around 10,000 persons (p. 46 n. 9)
1and a few pages earlier places the Malay population of Perak at 59,682
: (p. 34), there would seem to be every reason to doubt the claim.

Sullivan appears to feel uneasy about this material, for the text is
4t full of disclaimers: “The available data does not permit a definitive
jhanswer”’, information “is lacking” so “we cannot know for certain”,
« dand the like. He also makes liberal use of expressions such as “it is
gpossible”, “‘almost certainly”, “would seem”, and ‘‘can only be
flaccounted for’’4, although most of the issues to which he refers are

2Bird herself says she heard the story before coming to Perak. The Golden Chersonese, p. 300.

' 3Sullivan refers the reader to page 89 which says a person derived his right to a holding *‘from
in e fa_ct that he and his family or slaves had reclaimed it from the forest’’, and to page 104 where
M Ere 1 reference to the efforts of a landholder with ‘the cooperation of his family and slaves™.
od The Law and Customs of the Malays with Reference to the Tenure of Land”’, JSBRAS 13 (June,
ery il "4). For another footnote of this sort in Sullivan’s work see p. 71 n. 3.

4This collection is drawn from a single, especially rich paragraph on page 28.
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anything but certain and admit of several possible explanations,
even if the evidence Sullivan submits were to be allowed to stand . #
remains a further difficulty: this information does not sustain his jy e
pretation of Perak history. b

The History of Perak

Sullivan's review of Perak history begins with the myth of 4§
White Semang (concerning putative aboriginal origins of Mg}
society) and events that occurred “one morning in non-historical tj
at Bukit Slguntang in Sumatra (the origins of the Malacca dynasty & &
presented in the Sejarah Melayu). He then describes Minangkah,t
Achehnese and Malacca contributions to the polity and society k-
Perak, arguing that the considerable contributions of the former {ykqg the resu
entities have been slighted. In Sullivan's view Perak society unti] jjhe range ol
disruption by the British was made up of a conjuncture of a ‘‘villgyi
based autonomous community” taking its social pattern from e
Minangkabau, a federation of territories under a monarch who shapg
power with his chiefs drawing on Achenese traditions,

“‘centralised court-based administration” inspired by Malacca. (pp.
This argument is interesting and useful, but in the final pages of gfullivan claij;I
monograph Sullivan adds a further, highly contentious feature to i
discussion: ‘At some time in Malay history autonomous matrilineagas i
declined and power became expressed through hereditary patn akbour servic
claims to territory and control of the flow of produce within it." (p. 74 ;ermlttentﬁ

The seventeenth century brought ‘‘the advent of the Dutch a
the tyranny of tin”’. Much depends on Sullivan's account of {fi
development, yet he treats it in a cursory way and fails to demonstra
what he later claims transpired during the seventeenth and eighteenli
centuries. The first sentence contains a careless misstatement that i
Dutch became ‘‘Perak’s favoured trading partner” in the “‘mil
seventeenth century’’. To the contrary, as Sullivan proceeds to explaif
the trading station established by the Dutch in Perak in 1651 ¥
promptly destroyed by the Malays, and despite repeated Dutch efftfiones
to replace it and assert control over the tin trade nothing W brulation-to thel
accomplished in this line until 1746. Even then, as Sullivan also nolé

: !
the monopoly granted the Dutch by the Sultan was routinely evadedy Dianne Lewi

ond Journal g

5 N s A 7 {

It is Sullivan’s contention that the pressure of Dutch demand iy, ff”n?f,fj?, :{‘;

tin was so great that it triggered a major realignment of Perak SOCI&®hers o undertai
specifically that it was “the decisive factor in the reduction of M to prevail in

HIES, vol, 669 n0|
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N y population to a status comparable to that of chattel slaves”.s
b, fails, however, to substantiate the premise that tin exports from
e g:;-alf were sufficiently great to produce such a change.

1t is possbile to make a rough calculation of the amount of
ppoWer that was required to produce the tin exported by the Dutch
" " perak during this period. A Dutch report of 1678 states that
hases were then some 450,000 pounds annually, but by the early
V1008 the level had fallen to about 100,00 — 150,000 pounds per year.
ybntch exports from Malacca later in the eighteenth century exceeded
:'00 000 pounds in some years but by this date included tin from
y "'ls'nsﬂf and elsewhere in the pe_ninsula.6 Not all Perak tin was sold_ to
banl.e putch; some went to Indian merchants and some to English
b ders, but Sullivan claims that pressue on the Perak social system

the result of Dutch buying and that can be taken to have fallen in
e range of 200,000 to 500,000 pounds per year. According to a
L ineteenth century report a worker in a Malay mine could produce on
f. e average 43.5 kilograms, or 95.7 pounds, of tin per month. (Sullivan
i . 30) On this basis exports of 500,000 pounds would have required the
% .time employment of about 435 men, a level of effort that seems
waufficient to have brought about the far-reaching changes that
llivan claims took place. In practice, according to a Dutch account

Jwas interrupted by numerous other activities including kerah or corvee
lshour service. An 1826.account indicates' that work was carried on
mtermittently by persons of all ages and both sexes. Moreover, after

gopulation was employed in producing the state’s tin exports. The
enlifigure is based on the abnormally high 1678 export figure, and a popu-

50n page 75 this assertion is repeated with slighty different wording: ‘It was the impact of
opean expansion on the indigenous mode of production that reduced much of the Malay
lation-to the status of chattel slaves.”

tDianne Lewis, ‘“The Tin Trade in the Malay Peninsula during the Eighteenth Century”’, New
and Journal of History 3, 1 (1969), pp. 57-60, 63, 65.

wl "Barbara Andaya, Perak, The Abode of Grace, p. 397. Another 1826 report indicates that the
of mining tin was held by “‘the Rajah or local Chief”’ but that it was *“‘not unusual to allow

to undertake the working of mines on paying him a stipulated tax or duty, and this custom is
-E'lo prevail in Perak and other Malayan states”. India Office Library, Home Miscellaneous
v vol, 669 no. 36, pp. 712-714.
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lation estimate made by Dutch observers in 1621. Sullivan says it sl |
dubious. In fact it is wrong and must be disregarded because ¢ Sulljs grchas Idc
confuses kilograms and pounds in making the calculation. Rewqy$ oth cou

using a common unit of weight the figures indicate that 7% of o glal\;el‘y i
1621 population would have sufflced to produce Perak’s 1678 tin g hJ‘POt eslsy

to the Dutch.»

There a

According to Sullivan, although the Dutch were always segregy gvidenice on
from Malay society and had difficulty in enforcing their clalmaﬁurﬂpea“ S
Perak tin, “it may be supposed that the secondary effects of Dyyfdlite and wa
presence struck deep. The Dutch demand for tin would have pladwho faced p
great burdens on the population required to mine it, while at the k qugStIOHS of |
time strengthening the power of the rulers’. (p. 12) As indicated ahg3tio™ whethy
the evidence does not support this supposition. Moreover, the last p hether th.e

of his proposmon is by no means a corollary of the rest. Concep 'I |
power in coastal Malay states, Bennet Bronson has suggested thaggté

upriver hinterland producing a needed resource had considepgMalay €xpre

leverage over coastal ports and that in such a case relations *‘wijjgmore l‘;afllgtﬂ
rather more egalitarian dan less consistently coercive than is usual in relaf 'fﬁc}?he h
between high- and low-order centers in an ordinary sty jion they na

The coast is likely “‘to develop a trading system offering manufact,u'- gre all calle

or maritime products’ to induce the hinterland to “enter the regigy Sullivarl
economy voluntarily”.» In the case of Perak, Graham Irwin (“'f distortior;
important essay on the Dutch tin trade with Malaya Sullivan | A
overlooked) states that tin in the seventeenth century was geng tudy he suy
purchased by Indian traders who dealt with rulers or chiefs living nd ‘aebt ba
the coast. These traders brought cloth to exchange for tin and hagksunds like a
give advances to the coastal officials or merchants who then underig
to purchase the tin: “the Malays involved in the tin trade were ungyllivan is fo
to secure up-country tin unless they had cloth with which to paylihat whateve

it”’.10 Irwin’s account argues strongly in favour of Broson’s thesis.
Accordin,

Slavery I‘Etﬂtl\-’efy be

The result of the Dutch demand for tin, according to Sullivan,
that “In the nineteenth century the uses, treatment and status

8The data is found in Sullivan, p. 12 n. 77 and p. 32. W .
major chief of
9Bennet Bronson, “Exchange at the Upstream and Downstream Ends: Notes 1oward al hlnkg, was a
tional Model of the Coastal State in Southeast Asia’’, in Karl I. Hutterer (ed). Econonl
change and Social Interaction in Southeast Asia: Perspectives from Prehistory, Histof
Ethnography. Ann Arbor: Michigan Papers on South and Southeast Asia 13 (1977), p-

10Graham W, Irwin, ‘““The Dutch and the Tin Trade of Malaya in the Seventeenth Centul b "Aminuddin |
Jerome Ch’en and Nicholas Tarling (eds), Studies in the Social History of China and Soull=y n:':aﬂ- hamba di
Asia, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press (1970), p. 273. embar bayar, See ‘
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'S ji! .hased or captured slaves were the same as for Malay debt-slaves.
Wiy P“rc could accurately be termed chattel.” (p. 68) Sullivan’s discussion
VOt fslﬂ"ery is directed toward this point, and he uses it to form a
of yi” ,thesis concerning modes of production in Perak.

There are, as Sullivan points ouf, difficulties with the available
.jerice on slavery in the Malay states, nearly all of which is found in
" gropean sources. Slavery was an important institution to the Malay
§ e and was at risk, and it was an emotional issue for British officials
{ ho faced pressure from England over the matter. Accordingly the

. estions of whether European observers were given accurate informa-
q‘ﬂn. whether they correctly interpreted what they were told, and
i hether they prepared full and accurate reports according to that
o nndel'Stﬂnding' are highly problematic. There is also a difficulty with
inology. The English word “slave" is used to translate a variety of
\falay expressions, primarily hamba and abdi but also some 10 or

ore variations.i The Malays who provided information to British
| iioials insisted on these distinctions, but to the colonial administra-
jon they had the common characteristic of involuntary servitude so

F’la(were all called slavery and were collectively condemned.

Sullivan chooses not to define slavery and debt bondage because
of distortions that he feels would arise from analyzing ‘“‘a particular
#jorm of social relations’ in isolation and synchronically. The entire
nerifgudy, he suggests, can be seen as “‘a definition of the terms ‘slavery’
tad ‘debt-bondage’ in a Malayan state”. (pp. xiii-xiv) This tactic
fsounds like a more useful contribution to historical understanding than
derti turns out to be in practice, for by offering no definition of his own
unii§yllivan is forced to fall back on the definitions of others, accepting
ay Wihat whatever his sources refer to as slavery is the same phenomenon.

According to Sullivan slavery in pre-colonial Malay society was a
relatively benign traditional practice” (p. 75), a means of achieving
pecurity and more a matter of the “ways of etiquette” of the Malays
‘" Whan real slavery because ‘“‘the vital element of coercion that
WU Bharacterises slavery, and later debt-slavery" was lacking. (p. 64) His
vidence for this point is the Malay folk tale the Hikayat Hang Tuah,
n which the father of Hang Tuah voluntarily becomes a hamba of a
major chief of Malacca. (pp. 63-64) Debt slavery at this time, Sullivan
aifinks, was a ‘‘quasi-kinship” relations, and the “necessity of forming

_ "Aminuddin bin Baki lists the following terms: orang berhutang, orang hulur, ining, hamba
uth—=% anan, hamba di-ranggah, hamba habshi, hamba serah, anak/keluarga hamba, anak mas, and
bar bayar. See ““The Institution of Debt-Slavery in Perak'’, Peninjau Sejarah 1, 1 (June 1966).
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quasi-kinship ties was very great” hecause the population of Pan

was heterogeneous and nearly all were immigrants over a four hupg! ependentl
vear period. (p. 74) mbouref W
tgh chatti
By the mid-eighteenth century, Sullivan continues, the statyg | this distine
hamba and radically deteriorated, and the “exploitation of M perak SOCI€
debtors had departed from traditional practice”. As evidence of i of producti
changed perception Sullivan cites Raja Chulan's introduction tq g "M?-"t sla_v
Misa Melayu where the writer refers to himsell as a ‘useless ¢ their credlt
“weak outcast” hamba whose life is “like a piece of trash", p. and VerYOS‘I
Sullivan reveals a serious misunderstanding of Malay usage. The w {p: Gzltionn
is used conventionally in Malay literature and no conclusion cap g foduc d
i giscussed |

drawn about the status of slaves in Malaya society from Raja Chy]y
use of the word in this context. -

FFor the nineteenth century Sullivan examines reports concernjy la |
the treatment of slaves, and provisions concerning slavery founggof the Malg
Malay legal codes. The evidence is contradictory, with some Rrighimportance;
officials reporting cruel treatment and others submitting repo per,mutatlonl
favourable to slave owners. Sullivan suggests that it is necessary tgf which Sepagy
“highly suspicious™ of the motives of officials who painted a dy of the lc{entr,
picture of slavery because such information was used to justify Brijg™" Perax.
rule, but adds that later reports of kindly treatment ‘‘should not}
unhesitatingly credited”. (p. 62) He concludes, however, by sayin

“That the exploitation of Malay debtors departed from traditiop

instance savs, ‘bv Perak Malays..... the national customs, wly
favourable to the debtor, have been openly disregarded, and ey |
kind of oppression has been practised”'. In support of this vi d conclusic
Sullivan quotes Frank Swettenham to the effect that Malay custs sented, wl
was no longer followed as before. (p. 66) These statements are the bag = 2 .|
of Sullivan's claim that the distinction between debt slaves and chaii? ting poinj
slaves no longer applied. Tt would be useful to know why his strictus" th _centul
concerning statements by colonial officials are not relevant in (iePulation of
instance

Sullivan proceeds Lo argue that there were two distinct modesf
production in nineteenth century Perak, one independent and bast.
upon “'the autonomous family who rendered produce to the local ruf '_ " i
only in the form of taxes and occasional corvee labour' and the othe,. in would!

) presented

& C&l'ning ei!|
lccessfully ¢
lume canno
12Sullivan’s interpretation is the precise equivalent of drawing conclusions about servai nstruction.
England from the fact that colonial officials routinely signed themselves *“Your Most Humblie tainl 1
Obedient Servant™'. ¥ 1ts




dent mode wherein “the person and the entire service of the
ﬂdrﬁldepeu’}er were appropriated by another”. (pp. xix-xx) He includes
b [ chattel slaves and debt slaves in the second category. Logically
[ distinction is clear, but it does not correspond to a real division in
. lh‘fak society. Although debt slaves are placed in the dependent mode
ul': sroduction, Sullivan states (citing Hugh Low as his authority) that
if yfost slave-debtors lived with their families at some distance from
. creditor’s compound, retained the entire produce of their labour,
very seldom were required to render any services to the creditor”.
" 62) On the other hand, persons in the independent mode of
'Er'oduction were required to render corvee labour (kerah), a topic not
A 'ﬁscugsed by Sullivan and a serious omission in an essay which
dertakes to analyze the “appropriation of labour” (p. xviii) in a
alay state. To British officials both kerah and slavery were forced
pour and unacceptable, although in differing degrees. For members
the Malay elite the control of manpower was a matter of great
| pportance, and kerah, debt slavery and chattel slavery in their
utations were variant ways of securing labour. An approach
'which separates these arrangements, as does Sullivan’s, obscures one
4 f the central features of nineteenth century sosio-economic relations
mPerak.

hind conclusions do not follow from and are not supported by the data
Jyesented, while the empirical evidence itself is erratic and unreliable.
The argument itself comes perilously close to being circular. Sullivan’s
Barting point is what he sees as the system of labour relations in nine-
Jienth century Perak, whereby debt slaves - or “much of the
ulation of Perak” (p. 75) -- had in effect been reduced to the status

jiller Malay social institutions in the eighteenth century. However,
Bullivan’s evidence that such a state of affairs actually prevailed in the
Jgiineteenth century comes down to the claim that heavy Dutch demand
0t tin would have produced such an outcome. Supporting materials
ire presented but they are not sufficient to verify the claims made
ncerning either the tin trade or slavery, and in any case Sullivan
ficcessfully discredits many of his sources. The argument of the
Vlime cannot be derived from the data and appears to be a logical
“nstruction. Operationally the test of data in the monograph --
leBtertainly its most perplexing feature -~ seems to have been the
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consistency or otherwise of given points with the logic of the 4/
ment. The results of this process, however, cannot be empipjq
sustained. :

There is a lack of information about many aspects of Malgy,
history and it is possible tv” construct a number of logically g
versions of what may have happened that are consistent with why!
known. The exercise is not especially useful, but it is surely preferg
to constructing a version of the past which is inconsistent with whgy
known.
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