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Abstract

This thesis seeks to show how the eighteenth-century science of political
economy influenced colonial British perceptions of Southeast Asia. The
men who wrote about the archipelago and Peninsular worlds of Southeast
Asia in the first half of the nineteenth century were familiar with the
revolution in thought initiated by Adam Smith. In their writings on trade,
labour and land they used the ideas of Classical political economy to
present themselves as followers of the ‘natural order’. Colonial
administrators such as Raffles used political economy to persuade their
superiors in London and India of the moral veracity of their ideas.
‘Improvement” was one of the main legitimating terms they offered to the
authorities in order to persuade them to follow their plans. Their
familiarity with the theories of Classical political economy, however, did
not mean they faithfully adhered to it in practice. They frequently twisted
its theories to suit their ends. While their aims were often narrow and
self-serving, in the writings of the one-time colonial administrator, John
Crawfurd, we perhaps have the beginnings of the ‘popular’ political
economy of the merchant classes of British colonies in the Straits

Settlements.
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Introduction

The pericd of Classical Economics is bounded by the publications of
the 1eading British economists of the late eighteenth through to the mid-
nineteenth centuries. It is usually considered to have begun with the
publication of Adam Smith's hdesliéh af Aeitiansin 1776 and to have ended
with the publication of the Frincinias af Faiiticsl foanami/by John Stuart
Mill in 1848. These works, along with Malthus's first £fssgy an the
Frincigie af Famuigtiar (1798) and Ricardo's Frincinlies af Falitics?
Froanamy (1617) and the works of numerous other economists, major and
minor, established the new discipline of political economy.

Roughly concurrent with this outpouring of foundational economic
texts, was another publishing boom in quite a different area. Studies about
Southeast Asia began to be written and published in increasing numbers
in Britain around the same time. Beginning with William Marsden’'s Arisiary
ar Sumrslrg first published in 1783 and ending with John Crawfurd's
Dictionary af the fngisn drohinel/sgain 1856, these studies also aimed to
establish a new discipline - one in which knowledge of Southeast Asia
was based on scientific principles rather then the fabulous tales of old.

It was perhaps inevitable that this new gente of orientalist studies
of Southeast Asia should have looked to the new ‘science’ of political
economy which overshadowed it in so many ways in the metropolis. The
flowing together of these two streams of thought was perhaps best
captured in the passagé by James Low (quoted below) in his Disseriation
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ar tha Sritisy Seltiement of Fensng which was first published in 18360

Midway through his f7sserisison which is otherwise devoted to
soils, crops and customs, Low introduces a fifty-page analysis of the
relevance of the 'doctrines of Adam Smith and Malthus’ to the small
British colony he administers on the outskirts of empire. Penang and
Province Wellesley will, he promises, provide ‘a fair test of at least some
of these principles, in this quarter of the globe’. This test of Adam Smith's
wealth of Nations - the founding text of British potitical economy, first
published sixty years beforehand - and Malthus, the man credited with
having made the next most significant contribution to the burgeoning
science, is recommended by Low to the reader with the following words:

To those who view the science of political economy as ohly
strictly applicable to large and populous nations, an attempt of
this kind may appear superfluous. But in reality, the principles
of that science, if just, ought to adapt themselves more or less
to all the gradations in the scale of nations. ..it is presumed
that even a European political economist might be giad to view
the degree in which his principles are likely to apply in the
diversified regions of India beyond the Ganges, and especially
to any one of these, the population of which enjoys the benefits
of British law and protection, adhering at the same time to its

| Penang (Pinang} is a small island just off the Malay Peninsula. Founded as a British colony
in 17686, Province Wellesley onthe opposite shore was added to the Penang establishment in
1800. James Low, Superintendent of Province Weltesiey from 1827 until 1840, published
more than twenty-five books and articles on agriculture, history, 1aws and literature of
Sgutheast Asia.



own peculiar customs, religions and rights of inheritance.2

This passage touches on some of the main themes to be addressed in this
thesis. It displays both the doubts and the confidence which political
economy seems to have inspired in British colonial administrators in
Southeast Asia, such as Low. The doubts expressed by Low include his fear
that his reader will not consider the application of political economy
valid in a place so different from England as Penang. Low also worries
that some might naot consider political economy to be applicable to all the
‘graduations in the scale of nations’. Southeast Asia or 'india beyond the
Ganges' as he calls it, might be the environment in which not only does the
interest of its European practitioners fail, but so too does the science of
political economy itself. But, even as this doubt is raised in the passage
above, Low reassures his reader that if political economy really is &
science then it will be universal. It will apply beyond the Ganges as well
as within it, and it will especially apply to a country whose people enjoy
‘the benefits of British law and protection’ while adhering at the same
time to their ‘own peculiar customs, religions and rights of inheritance’.
Low was not alone when he wrote his fS7/ssa?si7ai In the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, numerous British colonial
administrators combined their official duties with the unofficial one of
educating the English public. when on leave or retired back in Britain they
wrote encyclopaedic books on Southeast Asia either at the urging of
friends or from the ‘dictates of a duty incumbent on every person’, whose
experience of ‘'countries that are either unknown or imperfectly described’

2 James Low A Dissartstion o the Sail and Sgriculture of the British Selllement 6f Fansig
G FITee GF WEIES I5I8nd i the SUrails af Mefsces, including Frovince Wellasiey an (he
Malaiern Fenkneuis With frigf Refarences e the Satiiaments af Singeptré 846 Heisccs shd
Aecanpsmi el fy Incigent 87 (GSarvetians an Yeriaus sSutifects af Lacsl interest in these
Sirsits 1836 . Reprinted (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1972) p 118



compel him 'by communicating his information, to add somewhat to the
stock of general knowledge'3 These weighty, often tavishly-iliustrated,
tomes enshrined the seif-prociaimed shift from earlier fantastical
writings about Asia to 'disinterested science’. Books such as William
Marsden's Arstary a7 Swmeirs(1783), Thomas Stamford Raffles' Aisiary of
Aeve{1817), John Crawfurd's Aistary ar the /ndisr Archinelssn(1820), as
well as James Low's f/sseristion an the frilish in Farang(1836) and
many others aimed to educate the public about Southeast Asia. Each of
these 'administrator-historians’ combined & practical involvement in
British colonial administration with ambitions in Asiatic research. Their
books encompass what we would now call botany, geology, anthropology,
linguistics, history and econamics. In many instances in their texts
political ecohomy, as it was then called, dominated or at least flavoured,
the other 'sciences’. These colonial administirators and historians partook
of the ecohomic view of the world that was then being popularised in
Britain,

This upsurge in the writing and pubiication of 'scientific’ works
about Southeast Asia coincided with a time of heightened awareness of
the foundling science of political economy. In the early nineteenth century
awareness of political economy was widespread throughout the United
Kingdom and its colonies. On their return to England our administrator-
historians could not have failed to notice that the Wealth of Nations had
become the authority to quote as much in public discussion as in
parliamentary debate.4 Not oniy Smith's work, but also that of the other

3 sumes, Michaal A dccaunt ar st Embassy Lo the Kingdeny af Ayvs 1800. (London: Gregg
International 1966) p xv. For a more detailed elaboration on the educational and 'scientific
purpose of these Histories' of Southeast Asiaand their repudiastionof earlier ‘fantastical’
yiitings about Southeast Asia, see Mary Quilty Fextws/ £mpires 8 KesFing af £817y Gritish
Hislaries of Southass? 4sie(Melbourne: Monash Asia Institute, 1998} pp 1-10.

4 For the use of potitical economy on both sides of Parliament see WilliamD. Grampp ‘How
Britain Turned to Free Trade' Ausimess History Reviend 1 {(Spring 1987) p 100.



famous economists written in the first half of the nineteenth century
were discussed in coffee houses and newspaper columns, as well as in
pamphlets put out by such groups as the Society for the Diffusion of
Useful Knowledge. Best-selling books such as Marcet's lonyersslians oz
Foalitics? Fcanamiy(1616) and Harriet Martineau's /llusiretions af Faliiics/
£Franary published throughout the 1830s, fictionalised the "laws’ of the
hew science to make them digestible for the general public.s And it was
not only in England that such ideas were discussed. The archbishop of
Dublin and one-time holder of the chair of political economy at Uxford,
Bishop Whatley, wrote a primer for Irish schoolchildren, Fesy Metey
Matlers which was disseminated throughout the colonies and even
translated inta Maori.e James Low's Vssaristion an the 71 7sh 1ir Fenang,
with which we opened this chapter, was a book made up of the articles he
had written for the Southeast Asian hewspaper, the Farang Gerells
General interest in political economy in the British settiements of
Southeast Asia must have been high as many of his newspaper columns
were devoted to economic musings, including, as we have just seen, the
theories of Adam Smith and Thomas Malthus.

This thesis hopes to establish the fundamental premise that
political economy was widely known and used by British colonial

S J.A. Schumpter FfeoamamicRacirine spdfisMetsad(London: Allen and Unwin, 1937) p 78.
wesley Mitchell says of Martineau: ‘She published a tong series of tales, each story pointing
out some economic moral showing what difficulties people get into if theydisregard
economics. These romances had extraordinary success... ten thousand copies 8 month were
sold at the height of the vogue [early 1830s]; they were among the best sellers of their day
wesley C. Mitchell 7ypeas of Foanamic Theory FroamMercanti/ism ta Inst it iensfismvol |,
(New York: Augustus M. Kelly Publishers, 1867) p 505. On the general popularity of political
economy in the first haif of the nineteenth century see R. H. Campbell and A.S. Skinner's
introduction to Adam Smith 4z inguiry inta the Neture and (auses arf the Wealth of Netians
Campbell and Skinner (eds) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976) p 50.

6 Thomas Boylen and Timothy Foley Fa/iiics] Fcanamy &1d Calanial ireland: the Fropagsation
B0 1080 BGICE] FUnClion of Ecananic DIscaurse In the Ninetaanth Cantuwry (London: Routledge,
1992) pp 15-79.
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administrators in Southeast Asig in the early nineteenth century. There is

relatively 1ittle literature on the role played by economic ideas in
nineteenth century British colonies of Southeast Asia. While there is a
vast literature on the connections between economic ideas and
colonialism in general and particularly British colonialism in India, few
books have concentrated on Southeast Asia. Historians of Southeast Asia
have tended to ignore the extent to which British administrators theorised
and abstracted their commercial and economic concerns. Political
gcohomy was one of the 'sciences’ they drew on to depict the islands and
peninsulas of Southeast Asia. Books such as Raffles’ Sisitarny ar Jevsand
Crawfurd's Aistary arf the indiey Arofipe/sgae made commerce and its
attendant benefits the focus of their accounts of the region. Even their
careful categorising of so many of the plants and animals they came
across may be seen in light of the needs of commerce and the new
‘science’ of political economy.

Adam Smith was the template for most colonial administrators. He
provided the ‘common sense’ framing much of what they had to say. But
colonial administrators sometimes used his economic ideas very loosely.
The basic principles of Classical Political economy were often just the
starting point, the 'springboard’ in their texts, for extrapolations and
digressions that, while they still may have been ‘'economic’ were often
only tenuously connected to the 'science’ as it was practised in Britain.
Nor did most British colonial administrators in Southeast Asia follow the
shifts that took place in the higher echelons of economic theory back in
England. Malthus’ ‘population principle’ which came out twenty years after
the Wealth of Netions seems to have been one of the few post-Smithian
ideas which was widely known and accepted among the British in
Southeast Asia. Most other developments in the science largely passed



them by. The debate between Malthus and Ricardo, for exampte, over
whether or not there could ever be a general ‘glut’ or oversupply in a
society, is not reflected in colonial texts. With the exception of Crawfurd,
especially his ideas about land, colonial administrators tended to
repeatedly quote and use the same basic principles enuncisted in the
Weslth af Netrans or later summaries of them in Ricardo or Malthus.
Furthermore Smith's economic ideas were often blurred and blended to
form a ‘'mentality’, a backdrop against which colonial texts were written.
The hard 'science’ of palitical economy was softened to provide
metaphors, commaonplaces or a motral, a 'sting in the tail’ for their
narratives of commercial folly.

While the basic aim of this thesis is to show that British colanial
administrators in Southeast Asia did have some knowledge of and were
influenced by contemporary economic ideas in the eariy nineteenth
century, this thesis also hopes to explore some of the reasons colonial
administrators used political economy. For there was rarely just one
purpose served by their use of political economy. If one genaral purpose
must be attributed to such a diverse group of administrators and other
colonial writers, it is this: that political economy was used by them to
persuade their readers. It was used to justify policy, argue against
existing policy, ask for more money, to not pay taxes, or to show the
authorities in the East India Company that they were acting {or refraining
from acting) on 'scientific’ grounds. At times it provided moral legitimacy.
Sometimes, just occasionally, economic theory was even translated into
policy.

The use of political economy as a rhetorical device by which to
persuade those in authority points to the fact that this flow of ideas was



g
not compietely ene-way.7 Some of these colonial administrators tried to

conduct a dialogue with the economic theoreticians in London or India.
They tried to feed their ideas back into the mainstiream of economic
thought. One colonial administrator, John Crawfurd, for example, whose
name appears again and again in the following chapters sought to
influence major economic debates then taking place in Britain and India.

In 1ooking at the adaptation of British economic thought in
nineteenth century Southeast Asia this thesis brings at least three
disciplines into conversation with each other: Southeast Asian history,
the history of economic ideas and what is loosely known as cultural
analysis or discourse theory. In attempting this three-way conversation, |
was led to consult specialists in economics, the history of economic
ideas, anthropology and literary theory, as well as historians of the Indian
Raj. They gave me many insights, no doubt already familiar within those
disciplines, but novel to someone who is primarily an historian of
Southeast Asia tike myself.

Economics seems to be a language which, perhaps because it posits
itself as universal, depends on the exclusion of other tanguages for
compiete fluency. As a way of understanding the world which is
deliberately reductionist, it resists analysis by other disciplines. The
interrogation of economics as a cultural construct is a comparatively
recent academic pursuit. Karl Marx, of course, criticised the same sort of
early nineteenth-century, liberal political economy at which | am looking.
But given his reforming agendsa Marx could not treat political economy
only as a cultural construct. He assessed classical political economy as to

7 By ‘rhetoric’ | do not mean tg imply that economic ideas were used cynicallyto
manipulate. | describe them as ‘rhetorical’ in the more neutral, classical sense of the word: a
set of stylistic conventions employed to increase anargument’s persuasive power Inthis |
adhere to Poovey's description of rhetoric. Mary Poovey A Histary af the MHoaderss FECE
Froblams af Knavleage in the Sciences af wealih and Saciely{Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998) p 33, p 39.
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its accuracy, as well as treating it as an ideology. The aims aof this thesis

are much more modest. It does not seek to measure the economic ideas of
British colonial administrators against what 'really happened’. Nor does it
put forward an alternative potitical economy. To barrow the words of the
historian of ecanomic ideas, Donald Winch: Marx ‘constructed causal
accounts of the history of political economy that were intended to be both
explanatory and critical, hoping thereby to undermine orthodoxy and point
the way towards new scientific and social Jerusalems..By comparison
with such ambitious causal/critical versions of history the story | have
sketched is merely that; a story, a narrative of persons, ideas and events
... Marx also wrote what Winch calls an 'economic history of economic
thought'. Even non-Marxist historians of economic thought similarly tend
to write 'economic’ histories of economic thought: that is, histories which
have an implicit faith in economic theory as an increasingly accurate
representation of the world. Mark Blaug for example, writes the history of
economic thought as the progressive ‘uncovering of economic principles
that were waiting to be discoverad.s Inh contrast, this thesis is not an
economic histary, nor is it written by an economist, nor is it written for
economists. Rather this thesis attempts to stand outside economics,
treating bath ecanoemic and colonial texts as Titerary constructs with
their own internal logic and conventions.

Since this thesis is concerned with Southeast Asian history, a brief
outline of British activities in the region is required. The period covered
by this thesis, the late eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century,
saw significant shifts in British power in the region. After more than a
century of maintaining no more than a minimal presence, the late
eighteenth century inaugurated an increase in British colonial activity in

8 Donald Winch ‘Does Proqress Matter? Ffurapes:r jowrisl af the History oFf EConomic
Fhaught 7.4, Winter 2000, p 468, p 469.
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the region. Although the English East India Company had established the

fortified trading post of Fart Marlborough at Bencoolen (now known as
Bengkulug), on the West Coast of Sumatra in 1685, after that date British
expansion in Southeast Asia was soon dwarfed by that taking place in
India. By the eighteenth century Bencoolen was the only permansant
reminder of early British ambitions in the region. White the territory of
‘British India" grew, along with its military and administrative staff, the
British presence in Southeast Asia Tanguished. It was largely Iimited to
Bencoolen while the rest of the archipelago was, at least nominally, under
Dutch control.

But as the eighteenth century drew to a close, the British began to
gain footholds along the 5trait of Malacca, the strip of water which
separates Sumatra from the Malay Peninsula. Penang {(ar the ‘Prince of
‘wales Island’ as the British called it) was established in 1787, largely at
the instigation of the merchant, Sir Francis Light. Further up the 5trait,
from 1795 to 1818, the former Dutch colony of Malacca {(Melaka) came
under British military occupation. The British enjoyed a short period of
control of almost all the Indonesian archipelago early in the nineteenth
century, between 1808 and 1816 when they took over Dutch colonies
while French Napoleonic forces occupied the Netherlands. |t was during
this period that Thomas Stamford Raffles ruled Java for four and a half
years, introducing many changes and collecting the material and
experience on which he based his History of Java.

British rule contracted again in 1816, after the French had been
ousted from the Netherlands and former Dutch colonies wete handed back
to the Dutch. As well as Java, the Dutch briefly regained Malacca in 1818.

9 {n this thesis modern place names shall be given in brackets the first timea place is
mentioned. Thereafier, tominimise confusion an the part of the reader, the nineteenth-
century British equivatent is used as it most commonly appears in the texts analysed.
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Three years later, the founding of Singapore in 1819, saw British
influence again increase. The small island of Singapore enjoyed a
commercial preeminence disproportionate to its size, due to its
geographical position and absence of tariffs ih a region which was
generally heavily taxed by the Dutch. The Dutch disputed the British claim
to Singapore for its first five years until the Anglo-Dutch treaty of 1824
settled such ciaims. Under the terms of this treaty the British reclaimed
Malacca and retained Singapore, but the Dutch acquired Bencoolen. By the
time James Low wrote his rsseristfonron Penang in 1836, the British
presence was firmly established along the Malay Peninsula in three
colonies overiooking the Malacca Strait: Penang, Malacca and Singapore.
Penang, Malacca and Singapore were acquired and maintained by the
English East India Company for commercial and strategic reasons and to
help the China trade.1o They provided ports for refitting and revictualling
on the long haul between Europe, India and China. They provided
‘emporiums’ where the goods of Southeast Asia could be collected and
exchanged for those of India and China - and it was hoped those of Britain
- gspecially in the case of Singapore. But despite fulfilling these many
functions, they were usually regarded as a sub-branch of Britain's Ihdian
empire. These three colonies and the Malay Peninsula they boarded and the
archipelage they overlooked were collectively known by a variety of
names in the early nineteenth century. They were sometimes referred fo
as 'India beyond the Ganges’, the 'East Indies’, the 'Malay’ or 'Indian’ islands
or the Malay or ‘Indian archipelago’. Most confusing of all the word ‘Indig’
was sometimes used as a collective noun that included both the
subcontinent ('Hindustan'), the archipelago and the Malay Peninsula. In this

10 The strategic reasoning included using Penang as a base from which the British navy coutd
defend the Bay of Bengal but it never attracted the necessary investment. See Kenneth
Treggoning The Aritish in Melays: the First Forty Yesrs /rde- /0.5 (TucsonUniversity of
Arizona Press, 1969) p vii, pp 32-33, pp 135-141.
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thesis, the archipelago and peninsula are identified by the nearest modern

equivalent, 'Southeast Asia’.

The administration of Britain's Southeast Asian colonies from India
underwent many changes in status and name. Penang, from its
establishment in 1787 until 1805, was a Residency subject to the controtl
of the Governor of Bengal. [n 1805 it was designated the Fourth or Eastern
Presidency, on an equal footing with the Presidencies of Bengal, Madras,
Bombay and like them, subject to the general control of the Governor-
General of India. when Raffles ruled Java for four and a half years, he was
given the power to pass his own laws but he also had to report to the
Governor-General in Council in Bengal who had the power of veto.1t Until
1826 Singapore and Malacca were independent of Penang.12 From 1819 to
1823, Singapore was a dependency of Bencoolen (where Raffles, its
nominal head, was stationed at the time). Then from 1823 to 1826
Singapore was under the direct control of the Governor-General of India.13
Malacca was also 4 dependency of the Supreme Government when the
British reacquired it in 1824 until 1826. In 1826 5ingapore and Malacca
were combined with Penang into a single Presidency with the
headquarters of the government at Penang.

[h 1830 the Eastern Presidency was abolished and Penang, Malacca
and Singapore became collectively known as the Straits Settlements. As

" From Minto's proclamation made before leaving Java in Demetrius Charles Soulger 7#e
i i7e af Stemrard /er7es(1897; reprinted, Amsterdam: the Pepin Press, 1899} p 135,

12 ennox Algernon Mills Britisk Melays. 1829~ 185 7(Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University
Press, 1966) p. 61 Originally a Malay setttement, Malacca was occupied by the Portuguese
{1511-1641) and 1ater the Dutch held it from 1641 to 1795. It is this latter period of
Britishrule which is the subject of thisthesis.

13 In turn the Governor General of India was subordinate to the Court of Directors of the
East India Company, and to the Board of Control, established under the terms of Pitt's India
Act of 1784 as the dusl government of the Company in London. M.Turnbull 77e Sirefts
Lallianeants, JASG-47 Ingien Fresidancy o Crowy Cofamy(London: the Athelone Press,
1972) p S54.
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the Straits Settlements they formed a single Residency under the control

of the Governor and Council of Bengal. The capital of the Straits remained
at Penang until 1832, when it was transferred to Singapore, which had
grown to be the most important of the three settlements.i4 in 1831, the
Straits Settlements were removed fram the supervision of Bengal to that
of the Governor-General of India.1s The abolition of the East India Company
in 1858 saw the administration of the Straits Settlements pass to the
control of the India Office, which replaced the Company. The Straits
Settlements remained subject to the India Office until 1867, when they
were transferred to the Colonial Office, and became a Crown Colony.16
Despite their complexity, most of these administrative changes
were more nominal than real. For the purposes of this thesis, the essential
things to note are: that the ancient trading post of Bencoolen was @
backwater by the time our study begins in 1776; that Raffles briefiy took
over the rule of Java from the Dutch between 1811 and 1816; that Penang,
Malacca and Singapore were known collectively as the ‘Straits
Settlements’; and, that for most of the period covered by this study, these
colonies and Bencoolen were {administratively speaking} dependencies of
British India. Not only did India regulate and tax them and appoint their
administrative staff but most of that staff came from India. Crawfurd,
for ekample, had been a doctor in the East [ndia Company’s service in
India's North-west Provinces before being posted to Penang and then Java,

14 Buckley, Charles Burton Jp dpacdatsl Histary af Gid Tines in Singspore front ine
Faundetian of the Salllement linder the Hanourahle £8s1 15616 Canbeny on Felvywery ol /18715
tathe Fransrerio the Lolonisl ifica 85 Fart af ihe Lolonis! Fossassions ar the Lrawn
an Apeil 18l /857 (Singapore: Fraser and Neave, 1902) Reprinted Kuala Lumpur:

University of Malaya Press, 1965) 1, p 226.

15 \bid 11, p 553.

16 Bernard Nunn The Government' in W. Makepeace, G. Brooke and R. St J. Braddell (eds)

(ne Hungred Yasrs 6f SIngepore feaing SomeAccaunt o7 1he Capitel af 1ha Sirells Settiements
Irens Fis Faungetion by Sir S1emiara Reriies o lhe 81k Felvuary 1817 ia the oth Felruery
/g7 (London: John Murray 1921} p 73.
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where he worked under Raffles. James Low had been a captain in the

Madras army before taking up his position in the Penang civil service. But
there were some, such as Raffles, who did not pass through India. Raffies
went straight from the Company’s London headguarters in Leadenhall
Street, to a position in Penang. However, Raffles regularly reported to
India {or his mentor, the Governor Genheral of India, Lord Minto, came to
Java) and he travelled to India or stopped off on his way back to England,
to consult with its government on several occasions.

Communications between British India and its colonies in Southeast
Asia were, for the day, frequent and constant. Nineteenth-century English-
language newspapers in Penang, Malacca and Singapore reprinted articles
extracted from their indian counterparts. They also provided their own
running commentary on the Indian administration and its effect on the
Southeast Asian colonies they ruled from afar. For the most part, the
texts we shall examine, were written with at least a nod in the direction
of the subcontinent. It was the Indian authorities - either the government
in Bengal, the supreme government of all of British India or the India
Office - which was supplicated (as was the case with Raffles) or railed
against (for example by Crawfurd, once he had returned to London). It was
India which many in the Straits Settiements feit exerted too much control
over their affairs or, alternatively, ignored and underfunded them.

THE MODERN CRITIQUE

Of the three disciplines | am bringing into conversation with each
other -Southeast Asian history, the history of economic thought and
cultural analysis - it is perhaps the first two which are least known to
each other. Mast historians of economic thought Took at colonialism

generally, rather than Southeast Asian colonialism in particular. Donald
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Winch's L/gss/csl Falilicsl foanamiy and Calagiaies or Alan Hodgart's 74#

Eoopmnics af Furanasy inparislisay for example, provide detailed
overviews of the way economic theory related to colonialism. But since
Winch and Hodgardt are mainly concerned with the attitudes of major
economists such as Smith and Ricardo who mainly commented on America
and India, so do Winch and Hodgardt.17

Historians of economic thought also often seek the reasons for
empire: a Targe question which is outside the purview of this thesis. For
example, Patrick 0'Brien’s 1988 article, The Casts and Benefits of British
Imperialism 1846-1914°, Lance E. Davis and Robert A. Huttenback in
METHTOH 850 e Fursiit af Empira tha Falllics] Foonanmy oFf British
fnerisfism /Ea0- /847, and P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkin in Sr7i7ss
MPInEIIETENT eyElian &g EXGensiGr To88- 1474, 1ook at various
economic reasaons given for British Impertalism, such as the 'vent for
capital’ theory, before assessing them against the records of the banking,
shipping and investment actually done with the colonies.18 D.K. Fieldhouse

17 For commentary on British colonialism in Americaand India inDonald Winch £isssics/
Faliticel Franamy and Calanies(London: G. Bell and Sons Ltd, 1965) see pp 23, 47, 161-165.
P.J. Marshall's Fast ingisnFortines(0xford: Calrendon Press, 1976) is an economic history
rather than a history of the economic ideas of the British in Bengal The firsttwo chapters of
Alan Hodgart's 7hafeoanamics af Furgnesn mperialisn(London: Edward Arnold, 1977) are
most useful for this thesis as they cover the period from 1776 until the end of the nineteenth
century. General histories of economic thought which coverSmith's attitude towards
British colonial rule in Americainciude EVien Frankel Paul's Sara/ Keyaluiion 870 Foonamic
Leienceand Charies Staley's A Aisiary of Foonomic Thauyght Ellen Frankel Paul Mars/
ReyalulIon and FContmic SCI8RCa: 1he Demiise or £ 81ssar-Faira in Minal eanify Cemii 7E71sh
FoliticsiFoonamy (Westport, Conneticutt: Greenwood Press, 1979) p 35. Charles Staley
Histaryy orf Foanomic Thaught From dristotie o Srrom(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1993)
p 53.

18 patrick 0’'Brien ‘The Costs and Benefits of British Imperialism 1846-1914' in Fast and
Frasenine 120 {(August, 1988). Most economic explanations such as ‘vent for capital’ he
does not find reflected in the accounts and other records. Lance E. Davis and Robert A.
Huttenback Asmmmarn snd 56 Furauil af Empiva the Folitics? E0enaniy of (i tish Hnaaialism
/880~ 19 72(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). PJ. Cain and A.G. Hopkin in
British imparisiian: innayvatian 80 Expansion 1538- /9/4New York: Longman, 1993) . Cain
andHopkin’s publication 1ists most of the relevant publications in copious footnotes.
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in Fhe Fheary of £anits/ist fimperislisn collects together famaous

economic explanations for empire put forward by such luminaries as
Adam Smith and VY1adimir Ilyich Lenin. In feasaniics and £mnive /830~
/&1 he subjects these explanations to empirical assessment and finds
moast of them wanting.19 For the purposes of this thesis most of these
publications, including Cain and Hopkin’s book - despite the long time-
frame given in their title - are too recent because they concentrate on
events after the 1850s. Practically all histories of economic thought
cover colonialism in depth when they come to the ‘systematic colonizers'
such as Edward Gibbon Wakefield and Robert Torrens. However, since
systematic colonialism was mainly intended to transplant British
communities to countries of settlement such as Australia and New
Zealand, Southeast Asia again does not feature, except in passing.zo

One area in which general histories of economic thought may allude
to Southeast Asia is when they come to Karl Marx and his ideas on the
Asiatic Mode of Production. In a footnote they might mention that Marx
was inspired by the account of oriental despotism that Raffles recounted

19 D.K. Fieldhouse The 7#aary af tapitalist imparishism(London: Longman, 1967); foanamics
&rd Ermpire f8F0- 1974 (1 thaca: Comell University Press, 1973).

20 systematic colonization in relation to Southeast Asia was discussed at some length in an
earlier draft of this thesis. A chapter devoted to three (failed) attempts to establisha
‘'second Singapore’ on the northern coast of Australia in the first half of the nineteenth
century has had to be cut fram the final version due to lack of time, space and available
archival material. Due to the paucity of india Office and Admiralty records {and travel
grants} in Australia, [ was unable to follow up elliptical accusations levelled at Crawfurdin
theBritish Partiament for (I suspect)not disclosing his connections to the British merchants
in Singapore who were behind the first attempt to found a ‘second Singapore’ in Australia.
Crawfurd was certainly involved in its demise as he was asked to write the final report on
the third settlement (only a second-hand summary of his report is avaitablein Australia).
Theinappropiateness of systematic calonization tothe Asianemigrants many wanted to
attract to these Australian settiements was one possible reason for the settlements’ failure.
Ididnot feel [ coulddo this story justice until | had sufficientlyuntangied the connections
between Crawfurd, systematic colonizers and the scheme. This fascinating chapter in the
combined history of Southeast Asiaand Australiaawaits furtherrasearch.
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ih his Aistery af Jsva2

Another sub-branch of the history of economic thought, which does
hot relate directly to Southeast Asia but has obvious relevance for this
thesis, are the studies of the "imperialism of free trade’. John Gallagher
and Ronald Robinson’'s essay of the same name, first printed in 1953, was
immensely influential. It shifted attention from formal empire and its
classic expression in political partition of territory to the informal
means of control made possible by Britain and Europe’s global economic
expansion.22 Yincent Harlow's global study of the 'second British empire’
which came out about same time also pursued this theme, emphasising the
policy of 'trade not territory’ which operated from the earliest days of
industrialisation in the 1ate eighteenth century.23 Bernard Semmel’s book
on this theme, 74e Kise af Free Trade /mper7efisag was also a wide ranging
analysis of the Tinks between the sort of economic theory my colonial
administrators were using and the official Classical Political Economy
back ‘home’.24

Semmel traced the notion of a ‘trade empire’ in the early nineteenth
century - the sort of empire that was to appeal so much to Crawfurd and
the ‘reformed’ Raffles {after Raffles began to espouse ‘free trade’).

21 gee for example, U. Mellotti Merx avd the Third Wor7gP. Ransford trans. (London,
Macmillan Press, 1981). For more detailed commentary on Raffles and this concept see Jan
Breman 7he Shatlered imaga Constriction sndlecanstruction ar the Vijisge inlalanisl 4518
{Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Foris Publication, 1988); Marian Sawer Maryism and tha
Juesiion of the A8istic Mode of Froguctian(The Hague Martinus Nijhoff, 1977) p 35; Anne
Bailey and Joseph Llobera Fhedsistic Hode ar Froguction: Sclence 6nd Falitics (Londom:
Routiedge and Kegan Paul, 1981) and Fritjof Tichelman 7ie Saci8l £valutian of indonesie: e
Asistic Modeof Froguction sndfis ! egacy (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1980}

22 john Gallagher and Ronald Robinson The Imperialism of Free Trade’ Framamic Histary
Reyiew6 (1953) pp 1 - 15,

23 v T. Harlow 7heFaunding of the Second British Fmpire 2 vols (London: Longman, 1952,
1964). pp 4-6, p 62.

24 B Semmel Fhekise af Free Trede imparislism: Clessicsl Falitics] Ecanamy, the fmpire af
Freeé Trede and tmparislism /7530~ /850 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970).
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Semmel gquoted economists such as Torrens whose description of trade as

'that substitute for extended territory, which a flourishing external
commerce confers' resonates with Raffles thoughts in 1819 on how the
‘Eastern Isles’ should be administered.2s Much of Semmel’'s analysis of
Torrens and others provides the template for ways in which Raffles and
Crawfurd can be examined. Semmel also, perhaps inadvertently, makes the
racial inflection of some nineteenth-century political economy clear. The
nationalistic concerns of early Adam Smith were later transformed by
other economists into concern for the 'British character of the colonies
planned by the systematic colonizers.2e Crawfurd makes a brief
appearance in Semmel. Perhaps because race was not Semmel’'s focus when
he wrote the book, it is not Crawfurd’'s racial economy that is cited but
rather Crawfurd's criticisms of the systematic colonizers’ meddling with
the free market in labour.27

Much of the nineteenth-century debate over free trade related to
India. This is the other sub-branch of the history of economic thought
essential to this thesis: the influence of economic ideas in British [ndia.
The central work of this kind is still Eric Stokes” monumental study the
Engiish Litiiitarians and /ndig2s Stokes emphasised the ideological roots
of British policy in India and the significance of the European intellectual
milieu in the making of the official mind. ‘British policies moved within

25 Torrens quoted in Semmel Ffrae Trade imperisfisnp 70. Raffles ‘On the Administration of
the Eastern Islands in 1819° Appendix in his Aama/r . In Asian history, D.R. SarDesai’'s
Arrtish Trode and FXnansion In Saythesstdsis 1830~ 1474 (1977} was influenced by the
concept of free trade imperialism and also the emphasis on events at the periphery, rather
than the ‘'metropoie’ which had been developed by historians such as D.K. Fieldhouse in
Foomwnics sid Fmgire 1850- 1271+ (1973).

26 5ea for example Semmel's comment: ‘Torrens proclaimed “the mission of the Anglo-
Saxon race to multiply and replenish the earth”; through the erection of Anglo-Saxon
colonies throughout the world..' (p 195) See also p 110,p 125,p 133, p 157 and p 171,

27 Semmel Frae Trade fmperielismp 116.
20 Eric Stokes fagiishiitilitarisns &g ingie(Oxford University Press: London, 1959).
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the orbit of ideas primarily determined in Europe’ wrote Stokes.29 He

analysed at length and in exhaustive detail the ways in which
utilitarianism, liberalism, and the doctrine of rent developed by Malthus,
James Mill and Ricardo shaped British legislation in nineteenth century
India.

For Stokes, Crawfurd was the paid ‘representative of the Calcutta
mercantile community in the Commaons’.30 He quoted Crawfurd at Tength
for his opposition to the East India Company and for his avocation of
minimal government interference.31 Stokes, who seemed unaware of
Crawfurd's Southeast Asian connections, saw Crawfurd’'s ideas as part of
the mentality of the ‘merchant community’ both in Britain and in India.32
This mentality included demands for unimpeded British settlement in
India, 1ow, fixed land taxes and the extension of English law and procedure
over the whole of the British territories in India.33

Stokes gave a larger context to Crawfurd's arguments for English
colonization in Southeast Asia and for a ‘permanent settlement’ in land,
which we shall encounter in the tast chapter. Stokes situates Crawfurd in
an Indian context rather than his usual Southeast Asian one. He also shows
that Crawfurd was not alone in his demands for English ‘free hold' land-
tities and permanent English settlement in Asia and that, in relation to
this thesis, he did not just demand it for Southeast Asia. He made the
same demands for India, along with many others, such as the
pamphleteers, Robert Rickards and Gavin Young and the ‘radical” Calcutta

29 |bid p wii.
30 |bidp 41,n. 2 and p 62, n. 4.
31 For Stokes on Crawfurd see Ibid pp 41, 42, 43 and 62.

32 See Stokes Ibid. pp 40-41 where Crawfurd's words are used to illustrate the
assimilationist, Anglicising views of ‘British merchants’.

33 Ibid. p 41-42, p 62, p 130.
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newspaper, the Henge/ Hwwdsri 34 Stokes probably did not see Crawfurd's

demands as adding up to an alternative ‘political economy’. Nowhere did
Stokes call the merchant mentality Crawfurd represents, a 'political
economy’ ar even a ‘mentality’. Stokes identified the merchants’ views
variously with the "Anglicising movement’ and ‘Liberal opinion’.35 He did
hot dignify their loosely held views with the title 'political economy’. He
freguently denigrated the views of the merchants, both in Britain and
India as 'Targely concerned with their own immediate interests’ and
‘natrrovw’, self-serving and in opposition to the "teachings of politicatl
economy’.36 By implication Stokes elevated political economy to the
status of a disinterested and objective science.

Stokes’ depiction of Crawfurd's and the merchant communities’ use
of political economy is perhaps closer to what N.W. Thompson identifies
as 'The People’'s Science’. Thompson describes 'the popular political
economy’ of the working class prass and its resistance to the orthodoxies
of Classical Economics. In contrast to Thompson, however, the ‘popular
political economy which will be explored in this thesis is that of the
merchant classes in the colenies. It is not the ecanomic thought of the
oppressed, nor is it economic thought as it ‘travels..from peak to peak,
from great mind to great mind’ as the historian, 5. Gordon, once expressed
it. Rather it is ‘those of the streams and rivers of communication that
carry the lighter matter of the summits down into the valleys of commaon

34 \hid p 65, p 120, p 60.
33 bidp 40, p 63.

36 |bid p 41, p 43. See also p 64. Two examples of the opposition between the merchants and
political economy which Stokes sets up, occur when he says ‘that James Mill differed from
the English mercantile community..he disliked their selfish prejudices; and believed himself
to possess a scientific solutionof India's i11s... (p 60). E}sewhere he describes the British
mercantile community’ as ‘slow to bow before the teachings of political economy’ and gives
Crawfurd's pamphlet A& dapes? fram M inhabitanlsal fBr7lish ngis ta the Qisticear ihe
Fearie ar fhg/iemas an example of this particular argument. Ibid pp 129-130.
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occupation' .37 It is the economic ideas of people who were not

professional economists but rather practising representatives of free
trade who tried to present their actions and attitudes as part of larger,
grander schemes.

Stokes’ book was generally well-received when it came out in 1939
and provided the inspiration for other investigations into the influence of
political economy in India.3s But although Stokes laid the ground work far
later historians, with the shift to indigenous view points in the late
19608 and 70s, there was a backlash against the dominance of his ideas.
Many historians in these decades questioned whether or not external
economic theory had ever been translated into practice in British India.
Indigenous resistance or adaptation to that external pressure was seen as
a more valid object of study. Even Stokes himself came to question the
yeracity with which economic theory was realised in British India. In a
later essay he admitted that,

..the gap between theory and practice in the land revenue system
yawns so widely that - discounting the possibility of official
hypocrisy - the impression of double-think and double-speak as o
defining characteristic of the official mind of the time is
powerfully reinforced.3e

37 5 Gordon ‘The London Economist and the high tide of laissez-faire’ Jawna/ ar Falitics’
Franamy 1955, quoted in frontispiece to Noel W. Thampson 74e Fagpie s Sciance: i
Frgilar Falitical Foonamiy af exalailetion snd the orisis ar /@ 16-34 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984}

38 For example Ranajit Guha Fule af Fraperty for Bengs/ and William J. Barber &r7e/si
Fconamic Thought and india: & Study In the Histary ar Develapment Fcopamics (0xford:
Claredon Press, 1975).

39 Eric Stokes The Land Revenue Systems of the North-western Provinces and Bombay
Deccan 1830-80:Ideoiogy and the Official Mind’ in Burton Stein (ed) 7#eMeking af Agraien
Falicy inEritish tngie 1 770- 71go¢{Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992) p 87.
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In the 1960s and 70s many historians were fully prepared to credit the

official mind with hypocrisy. More extreme critics even argued that
external influences should not be studied at all. They accused Stokes of
presuming that ideas were transplanted whole into Indian soil and of
designhating Britain the active agent and India the passive recipient. One
historian of the Raj contended that such histories reveal 'a fundamental
ihability to see the history of British India as anything more than a simple
extension of certain features of British or European history'.40

However, since the initial reaction against the dominance of Stokes'
book, more reflective analyses of the relationship between ideas and
practice in British India have emerged. Books such as Thomas Metcalf's
fgaaiagies arf I4he K8 Christopher Bayly's Amper7s/ Meridies Javed
Majeed's study of James Mill's history of India, {#gavernad inaginiigs,
David Washbrook's analyses of English ideologies of their state and legal
systems in India and recent histories of environmental ideas in British
Ihdia.41 These more recent anatyses shed light an how the British used
ideas in Southeast Asia as well as India. Neeladri Bhattacharya, for

example says

It 1s now generally accepted that colonial policies cannot be
uhderstood merely in terms of the influences of intellectual ideas

40 P RM. van den Dungen 7reFunjas Traditianinfiuence endAuthority inNinatearth Cantury
idig{London:1972), p 15. Here he is tatking about Guhs's book as well as Stokes.

41 Thomas Metcalf /gas/agies af theRef(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997),
Christopher Bayly /mpear7sl Nerigismifhe British Fimpire snd the warld 1 780- /&3¢ (London:
Longman, 1989); Javed Majeed limgovarmad imsgimings Jamas Nill s The Histtay of Gritish
wdis ang Grienislism(0xford: Clarendon Press, 1992); David Washbrook ‘Law, State and
Agrarian Societyin Colonial India’ Madermsdsien Siudies, 15, 3 (1981} pp 649 -~ 721; David
washbrook'Progress and Problems: South Asian Economic and Social Historyc. 1720 - 1860°
Magerrr Asien Stugraes, 22, 1 (1988), pp 57-96; David Arnold 'India’s Place in the Tropical
World 1770-1930" Fhelaurrngl ar impa 78! sad Lepwnamyesith Hisiery, Vol 26, no 1,
january 1998, pp 1-21; Richard H. Grove Ffralaqy, C/imeta sn8 £mgpire Tha [ndisn L egscyy i
Giahs! Emviromentsl History 1</00- 1942 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998)



24
and doctrines which developed in Europe. The ideas.. were

selectively and their meaning judiciously reinterpreted in

accordance with colonial needs.42

Bhattacharya footnhotes this with a warning that ‘'ideas’ cannot always be
seen as a ‘convenient gloss’ to ‘'mask the real character of colonial
policy'.43 While admitting that 'Abstract principles were changed or sven
rejected when they conflicted with colonial interests’, he says that
‘opposition between the two was not inevitable at all times'. Formal ideas
provided the initial ‘categorical frameworks within which colonial
policies could be thought out’ although often conclusions were reached
which owed more to the ‘specific Tocal experience’ acquired by colonial
officials at the time.44

But if we are now ‘'more clear about the limited scope that political
economic theory exercised upon policy’, for another historian of colonial
india, Burton Stein, this raises an even bigger question: 'we are also left
to wonder for precisely whom the whole debate about "rent theory“[and
other economic theoryl really was conducted'.4s He adds that ‘before the
end of the nineteenth century that debate was neither for, nor did it
invalve, Indians’.46 Stein does not answer this question (saying it is as
‘puzziing to us now, as it seems to have appeared to others century ago.’)
but to me the debates over rent theory and other economic ideas were, at
least in part, conducted by the British for themselves. They constituted a

42 Neeladri Bhattacharya ‘Colonial State and Agrarian Society in Burton Stein{ed) 7#e
Fisking arf Agrarian Falicy in Lritish ingis 1 770- 1909(Delhi: Oxford University Press,
19923 p 119

43 ibid p 115.
44ibid p 120.

43 Burton Stein (ed) 7re Meking of Agrerien Folicy in British ingie 1 770- 1900 (Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1992) p 27.

46 |pid p 28.
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legitimating discourse for their own actions. Political economy was a

story they told to themselves and each other over and over again, to
accustom themselves to the economic world view and comfoit themselves
as to where they fitted into its narrative.

But 'story-telling’ and even an emphasis on 'ideas’ may seem too
gentie an explanation for the brute force of colonialism. Another criticism
tevelied at Stokes and other historians 1ike him was that they downplayed
the violence inherent in colonialism. They took seriously ideas that were
really a cover for the coercive domination of the colonial state. But
Bhattacharya again is a moderating voice. He points out that

after the conguest of the country only & calculated display of such
coercive power and judicious repressive interventions were
considered necessary to create an awareness of the power of the
Raj..The element of coercive imposition was tempered by the
desire to secure consent and conciliate opposition.

Bhattacharys emphasises that ‘Legitimation of colonial rule was an
abiding concern of the state’.47 This concern for legitimacy explains the
prevalence of political economy in the official writings which emanated
from early nineteenth-century British india. For many officials in India
educated by Malthus at Haileybury it was an article of faith. It also seems
to have been believed to be the most powerful way to persuade authorities
back home in London of the efficiency and morality of measures taken out
ih the colonies. The notion of ariental despotism and a conviction of the
importance of the economy and the law as a regulator of social relations
were recurrent elements in the writings of many British officials in

47 Bhattacharya 'Colonial Staste and Agrarian Society p 138.



26
Southeast Asia.4s

To colonial officials, in Southeast Asia as well as India, economic
theory constituted one source of legitimacy. The many dispatches devoted
to showing how far British activities in the East fitted in with Adam
Smith's or Ricardo’s theories contributed to the legitimation of colonial
rule. Along with the rule of taw, political economy ‘proved’ that the
appropriation of revenue or natural resources was not arbitrary exaction
but the tegal right and economic necessity of the state. And as this thesis
will show, it was not only the state which was concerned to establish its
legitimacy. The concern for legitimacy extended to private British land-
ovwners and traders in the East. Ironically they often sought to establish
their legitimacy by setting themselves up in opposition to a colonial state
and East India Company which they depicted as immaoral and illegitimate.

As a study of the ideas of the British in Southeast Asia, rather than
indigenous ideas and beliefs, this thesis is decidedly old-fashioned. As we
shall see in the chapter on Raffles and Singapore, biographies of colonial
administrators commonly listed influences on their subjects such as
Adam Smith. Their biographical subjects were usually credited with great
learning or at least wide reading. As the twentieth century wore on,
however, histarians of colonial Southeast Asia bagan to look at more
general economic factors rather than concentrating solely on the ‘great
men of history'.

If this thesis has any pre-world War |l predecessors, it is histories
such as those by J. 5. Furnivall who wrote in the 1930s. A colonial
administrator himself, Furnivall wrote economic histories in which the
ideas and perceptions behind colonial economic policy loomed large.

48 Stokes for instance guotes Munro, who, as Governor of Madras, wrote to Canning in 1823
compiaining about the records of government: ‘Every man writes as much 8s he can, and
quotes Montesquieu, and Hume, and Adam Smith, and speaks as if he were 1iving in 8 country
where people wers free and governed themselves.' {#7//7a7amsp 20.
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Unfortunately his references to the influence of economic ideas on

administrators were tantalisingly brief and often without footnotes.49
More useful far our purposes, was the way he often depicted a ‘functional
fit' between ecanomic ideas and circumstances. For example, he
contended that the different circumstances of Britain and the Netherlands
led to their very different economic policies in Southeast Asia. Although
his argument has been qualified by subsequent research, its basic
principles still stand: the British were looking for customers, the Dutch
were looking for cheap supplies of raw produce. As Furnivall says:

The Dutch had nothing to sell ..But by 1800 England was producing
vast guantities of cheap cotton goods which could undersell local
produce even in British India and, whereas Dutch interest in the
East centred in the supply of Eastern produce, British interest
looked also to the demand for Western produce. An increase in the
welfare and consuming power of the natives was prejudicial to the
Dutch but profitable to the English... 50

Although the 'Imperialism of Free Trade' was a term unknown to Furnivall,
his description of the advantages the British derived from free trade in

49 See for exsmple his contention that ‘Raffles derived his guiding principles from Adam
Smith.’ J.S. Furnivall Melha/angs fndie s Study ar Filursel Ecanamy(Cembridge:.Cambridge
University Press,1939) p 69; and his unsourced assertion that there was correspondence
between Raffles, Munro and Elphinstone about the new ‘Liberal doctrines’ of economic
freedom. | have not been able to find such correspondence nor has John Bastin. Bastin thinks
that in this case Furnivall may have been ‘merely guessing’ and that there is littie chance
Raffles would have written to either Munro or Elphinstone during his time in Java. J.S.
Furnivall Lalanisl Falicy end Frectice: 8 Campsrative Stugy oF Burme sndNelherianas ingis
{New York: New York University Press, 1956). John Bastin, personal communication, 21
February, 2001,

SO J.5. Furnivall Aetberiencs /naiep 68. See 8lso HR. Wright free 7Frade snd Fratection in
theNathariandgs f8/a-3¢X1955) and John Bastin 7heNelive Foliciasal Siv SlamiraroReriias
i leve B Sumstre sn Feanamic interprelstion (Oxford. Oxford University Press, 1957} p
®i, p 10
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Southeast Asia anticipated Gallagher and Robinson's general argument by

mare than a decade. Furnivall’'s succinct explanation for the differing
colonial policies of the Dutch and English provides a useful backdrop to
this thesis, especially its first three chapters in which we see so much
self-congratulatory British regard for their free trade principles.

After Furnivall, the next historians who examined the economic
ideas of the British colonial administrators in Southeast Asia were John
Bastin and HR.C. Wright.s1 Both wrote studies of economic policy within
the time period covered by this thesis. Both produced books with
promising titles: Bastin's xg#//es’ /aeas an L end Ken? inJeveand Wright's
£&8E fndian £Feanamic Frollems 1 1he Age af Carnweiiis engd Ker7/es  But
despite these titles, they are more concerned with policies rather than
ideas. Furthermore, at Teast in Bastin's case, the focus is firmly on the
Tocal influences Raffles was exposed to: the Dutch administrators and his
own experience gleaned from Java. In his introduction to Raffle's [deas on
the Land Rent System in Java Bastin firmly states that he is not
examining the ideas Raffies may have gleaned firom political economy:

The English land tax, the ideas of Adam Smith, Sir James Stuart,
Sinclair and other Political Economists of the 18th century... all
properly fall within the scope of my subject. Yet | have treated

none of these questions.sz2

Instead Bastin looks at the influence of the previous Dutch administration
and Raffles’ consultations with the 1and commission he appointed. As we
shall see in the 'Land’ chapter, ultimatetly, at the end of Bastin's book we

31 John Bastin Rartias’ idass an the f end Rant Systam in ove aid the Nackenzia | 6nd Tamia
Carmmission(S-Gravenhage, Martinus Nijhoff, 1954) and H.R. C. Wright £as? indisn fcananmic
Frofiaems af 1he dge of Cormmwsiiis sndReryies (London: Luzac and Company Ltd, 1961).

S2 Bastin Kar//as/deesp vi.
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are left with little more than Raffles’ mind as the only documented source

of his ideas on land reformss3 .

Wright's book, £&s? indisn Foanamic Frafiiems in 1h8 A6 a7
Carnnaliiis and £er7i/es considers economic ‘problems’ other than just the
'land probiem’. Wright also looks outside Java at the other economic ideas
which preoccupied the British in early nineteenth-century Southeast Asia.
Given the existing, indigenous sea-trade and the rivalry of the Dutch,
econhomic ideas to do with trade and commerce assumed more importance
in Southeast Asia than they did in the land-locked parts of agrarian [ndia.
Dutch and indigenous acceptance of some forms of slave-trading also
canstituted a more important ecanomic problem for the British in
Southeast Asia than in India. Wright considers the continuing tradition of
unfree labour in Raffles’ Java, as well as the opium, cotton and tin trades.
Wright is also willing to refer to where people’s ideas may have come
from. Crawfurd, for example, is described as 'a true adherent of Scattish
political economy...” s4 However, as in Furnivall, such references are
fleeting and not examined in any detail. Furthermore, despite the title's
reference to both ‘Cernwallis and Raffles’, Wright makes few connections
between Indian and Southeast Asian economic ideas. Indeed, ideas are
given even less attention than in Furnivall. Wright's chapters covering
coffee, opium, cotton piece goods and tin are detailed empirical accounts
of the amounts shipped, the state of the markets and subseguent changes
in policy. But apart from the occasional passing reference, ideas remain

very much in the background.

93 Paul, Kratoska's article on English and indigenous concepts of 1and in early Malaya is more
useful thanBastin's for the purposes of this thesis but it mainly concentrates ona later
period than that which we are considering. Kratoska alsomakes the comimion mistake of
assuming that British concepts of 1and in the early nineteenth century were uncontested. See
PaulKratoska The Perpatetic Peasant and Land Tenure in British Malaya’ dawwsl af
Satithasst Asian Siugias, 19485, pp 19 - 24,

S4Wright Fast indisn Fconomic Fratiansp 99.
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During the 1960s and 1970s there was a general trend in Southeast

Asian history away from ‘Imperial’ histories. As in India, such histories
fell into disfavour with the Asian nationalist and independence
movements at the end of the second World War. In reaction to the heyday
of the British empire when the ideas and attitudes of British colanizers
were often exclusively studied and glorified, the focus shifted to
indigenous history. If colonial attitudes were noted at all it was in
revisionist histories critical of former colonial rule. Edward Said's
frigmisiissris perhaps the best known example of this sort of history, but
within Southeast Asian studies, Syed Hussein Alatas’ Myis af ine L85y
Msifveis perhaps most relevant to my topic.ss Alatas’ book examines the
persistence of the image of the 'lazy’ Southeast Asian from the sixteenth
to the twentieth century. He finds the source of this myth in the "ideology
of colonial capitalism’ which 'sought a justification of Western rule in its
alleqged aim of modernising and civilising the societies which had
succumbed to Western powers'se . Alatas’ critigue shows how changing
economic modes such as capitalism are sustained in part by their own
literary and cultural creations. He shows how political economy cannot be
corralled into the ‘purely economic’ but flows out into other areas.

But while Alatas analyses one particular image, that of the 'lazy
native' the rest of the ideology which served Western interests is left
untouched. It is not Tooked at as part of a larger intellectual framework
sustaining capitalism. Furthermore, although his argument is appealingiy
straightforward, his lang list of examples of Western stereotypes is so
one-sided that it risks caricaturing the colonizer. Any complexity or

35 syed Hussein Alatas 7#eMyth af the Lazy Notive: & Study af the imege of e 118185,
Filipings a0 Jayvenase frar the [6th ta the ZOM Cantury 8ng Fis Function I the 10ealogy of
Coionisi CapitalismiLondon: Frank Cass, 1977). Edward Said fr7anisfisoiLondon: Penguin,
1985).

96 platas Myihp 7.
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contradiction within the colonial mind is simply not entertained. The

tendency of colonial regimes to construct a stark dichotomy between
colonizer and colonized is inverted in Alatas, but nevertheless reproduced.

Furthermore, while Alatas’ main paint is undoubtedly true - hardly a
word of such colonial texts fail to legitimate colonial interests in
Southeast Asia - the tradition of racial stereotyping is irreducible to a
single, direct instrumental motive serving ‘capitalism’. Alatas seems to
suggest that the use of such stereotypes was a conscious strategy by
colonists. But the obvious utility of stereotypes like the 'lazy native' as a
justification for social control need not detract from the sincerity of the
colonist. Elites do not have to be cynical in pursuit of their own interests.
Nor does there have to be a single essence hidden behind their often
contradictory and shifting strategies.

The allusions to race throughout this thesis, for example, do not
mean racial ideology is being unmasked as the hidden meeaning of political
economy. Rather, it is one of the now largely forgotten threads that made
up potitical economy in the early nineteenth century and cne that came to
the fore in the colonial context. In the time period covered in this thesis,
1778 to 1850, racial ideas themseives underwent two significant shifts.
Several historians believe that between 1788 and 1630 racial ideology
went on the offensive.57 The campaign against the slave trade, the
universalist challenge of classical economics, and a general interest in
civil, social and political rights in this time, combined so that, gccording
to one historian, 'the advocates of racism retreated into the isolation of

57 See for example Seymour Drescher Lap/ta/ism endsntisiavery - BritishNobilisetion in
Comparative Ferspact fva(London: Macmillan Press, 1986) p 154; Shearer West (ed) The
Victarians sngRece (London: Scholar Press, 1996) p 21; Andrew GByory £/asing the Gate:
K8ce, Falitics snd the Chinase Exclusion Aot (Chapel Hill, Carolina: University of North
Carolina Press, 1996)p 13.
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the unorthodox and the eccentric’ss . However between 1830 and 1850

racial theory reemerged stronger and more virulent than ever.

The limits of space allow only the briefest consideration of
political economy's relation to this demise and rebirth of racial theory.
Paolitical economy’s universalism may have helped end a slavery based on
race, but it may also have been one of the 'sciences’ that helped racial
theory reemerge in a more virulent form. At least in ecohomic textbooks,
stavery was to be replaced by free competition between labourers of all
races. Theoretically open competition between the races quickly grew
fierce, even on paper, especially with the rise of social Darwinismssg .
Poiitical economiy was marshailed as a 'scientific’ explanation for wage
inequities between different races. when it was married to medical
science the economics of race became about permanent features stamped
on the body. As we shall see, Crawfurd with his medical training and
extensive publications may have played a part in this shift, especially
through his influence on the infant discipline of anthropolaogy.
Anthropology or ethnology, as it was known, in turn fed back intao
economic theory. John Stuart Mill, for example, felt that it would be no
bad thing if the 'science of ethology' as he called it, undermined the
universality of political economyeo . By the mid nineteenth century
anthropologists certainly felt that they had been threatened by the
universalist precepts of political economy but had achieved a narrow

S8 wWest Victarisnsp 124.

99 For this competition at its ugliest see 'Knox an the Saxon Race’ in The Anthropological
Review no XX, April, 1868, p 277.

60 See Stafan Collini, Donald Winch, John Burraw 7hat Mabie Sciance af Falitics: 8 Study in
Ninataant Camtury intaeliantuel Histay/(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) pp
137 - 139.
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victory thanks to the irrefutable "truth of racial diversity's: .

The interrelations between political economy and racial theary are
further complicated by the malleable nature of much racial ideology.
Crawfurd, for example, could speak about racial features as innate and
hereditariiy transmissible, or he could speak of them as Lamarckian
impressions left by the climate, diet and other environmental factors on
the human body.e2z Race, especially in an author as prolific as Crawfurd,
was a fluid concept which could be deployed in a nhumber of ways. Some of
his uses of the concept of race msay have contradicted each other but
tnevitably his use of the concept was always strateqic. Race then was
was not the secret force behind political economy, nor was political
economy merely an cutgrowth of racial theory. Both could be present in
eariy nineteenth century British minds and interact with each ather and
with colonial contexts in various ways.

According to Anthony Reid, while revisionist histories of the sort
written by Alatas have led, on the one hand, to the ‘gain over the past
forty years’ of 'a much increased sensitivity to the cultural
distinctiveness of Southeast Asia’, they have also led to the ‘loss, on the
other hand’ of 'the failure of economic history’ to go ‘beyond the work of
the {previous] generation’ of historians such as Furnivall and Bastin.
‘Southeast Asia’ he complains 'has scarcely been a part of the fascinating
work over recent decades to explore the complex relationships between

61 Ancn ‘Rece in Legisiation and Political Economy’ Anthrapaiagice/Review:, April, 1866, p
3.Thisarticleis mainlyhow the universalist pretensions of pelitical economy, especially
Johin Stuart Mill's, are defied by the racial differences observed by anthropologists. Ona
similar theme see J. W. Jackson ‘{ran and Turan' 7he dutiranal/ogicsl Keyvier No ¥X1, April
1668, p 136.

62| cover this in greater detail in Mary Quilty 7axlus/ Fmpires: & Resding af Foriy Fritish
Histories arf sowthasst Asre(Melbourne: Monash Asia Institute, 1998)
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cultural, political and economic change’.63

A 1ess defensive reading of the colonial past is surely now possible.
Historians such as Greg Pemberton and Hendrik Maier have rescued
histories of European calonizers from theoretical stasissa . Ann Stoler in
her book, Aece srd ihe Faucsiion of Pesivg has injected naw 1ife into the
study of Dutch cotonial 1ife with the aid of Foucalutian and feminist
theory.es Stoler's post-structuralist account of Southeast Asian history
has implications for the history of economic thought. Her representation
of racial theory, for example, as taking a downward plunge to explore the
hidden depths beneath the surface of things owes much to Foucault's 1970
book 74& drges af 747588 In this book Foucault traced the shifts in several
forms of knowledge including what we call ‘political economy’.

According to Foucault, tinguistics, political economy and the
biological sciences at the beginning of the nineteenth century turned away
from earlier concerns with visible appearances to a new concern with
hidden forces and systems which reside beneath or behind the observable.
As part of this shift the ‘analysis of wealth’ became ‘political economy’.
Foucualt's observation, that the hidden force behind observable economic
phenomena was said to be labour, would not surprise even the most
canservative historians of economic thought. However his extrapolation
from this to the claim that in the early hineteenth century ‘'the

63 A Reid "An‘Age of Commerce’ in Southeast Asian History Modern Asisn Sludias24,
{1990) p 1. Reid here is not referring to Alatas directly nor does he name Furnivall, Bastin
or wWright as members of the past ‘generation’ of economic historians, although he would
probably agree that the tiny sub-discipline of the history of economic thought incolonial
Southeast Asia has featured few studies of "'the complex relationships between cultural,
political and economic change’ since them.

84 Hendrik M. J. Maier /z the cantar af Autharity . the 1eley HIkayst Herong Hehswangss
(New York: Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, 1988); John Pemberton & t4e
sutiject or Lsye"(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994).

65 Ann Laura Staler Face and the Foucstion of Desiraraucailt s History of Sexualily snd the
Lalaniel Graarar ThHings (Durham:Duke University Press, 1995) p 22.
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development of civilizations' came to be based on the ‘finite’ anthropology

of ‘man’ and his 'immediate bodily needs’ would perhaps stump them, even
though such claims certainly free their discipline -~ the history of
ecohomic thought - from its subservient role as the ‘handmaiden’ to
economics, as wWinch puts it.ee

Foucault inspired histories that owe little to orthodox histories of
gconomic thought and even less to 'economics’, as it is now practised.
Histories such as Catherine Gallagher's essay on the 'Body' in the works of
the nineteenth-century potitical economist, Thomas Malthus, and Mary
Poovey's book, Meding & Sacisl Fagy, treat economic texts like any other
literary texts.s7 Drawing on recent feminist studies of the body {many of
which in turn have been inspired by Foucault’'s work on 'the body’) their
work treats reform treatises, novels and economic texts as constituting
competing social discourses and practices in nineteenth-century Britain.

This thesis also hopes to treat economic writings about nineteenth-
century British colonies as texts which belong to competing discourses.
Unlike Stokes ii77iisrisns end /7478 this thesis does not claim hegemony
for any one version of Classical political economy. Several versions
competed, in part because the colonial control the British sought to exert
was not complete. As Stoler and her co-editor Frederick Cooper say in
their recent book 7ewsians ar £mpirs the centrality of the nation-state as
an ‘'omniscient colonial apparatus’ can no longer be assumed. Instead they

say:

66 Michel Foucaull 7he Grder af THingsan Archealagy of the Humen Saiencas
(London:Routledge, 1989) p 259. Winch ‘Does Progress Matter? p 472.

67 Catherine Galtagher "The Body Yersus the Social Body in the Works of Thomas Malthus and
Henry Mauhew"™ in 7#e Meking af the Hladary Sody Sexuslily sng Saciety in the Ninateenth
ety C. Gallagher and T. Laqueur (eds) (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987);
Mary Foovey Meting & Sacis! Bodgy: Frrtish Secisl Fametion /1830- /&54({Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995).
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[w]e need to ask harder questions about how official accounts were

produced, transmitted, classified and stored..’ so we can see the
‘conflicts between plantation entrepenuers, and the state, between
local officials and metropolitan policy makers, between colonial
state agents who struggied - and often failed - to coordinate their

efforts from top to bottom. ea

According to Stoler and Cooper this sort of view will ‘allow us to explore
how limited colonial authorities may have been in putting their policies
into practice, how vulnerable - and decidedly nonhegemonic - their
authority was to those who subverted or pushed it aside’.69

This thesis shows the use of political economy by people who are
unsure of their control. Although in some cases, such as Raffles’
administration of Java, it was used by a person who had formal political
control over people and Tand, he still had to defer to India. Raffles’ lack of
power in relation to the Indian government saw him use political economy
to give him some sort of persuasive power - the only ‘power” he felt he
could exert in relation to Bengal. In many other cases, political economy
was used as a compensation for a lack of knowledge. Political economy
could be used by colonial administrators to fill in the gaps in their
knowledge or gloss over their lack of control.

when this thesis looks at British peopie in the East who were not
colonial administrators - merchants who actively resisted the colonial
government - it again is looking at & group who felt they lacked control.
The story of the resistance of colonial merchants rather than peasant or
indigenous resistance is not "history from the bottom up’ but rather

68 |ntroduction. Ann Laura Stoler and Federick Cooper {eds) 7ansians ar Empira:Calonisl
Culiures in& Bowrgeais warld(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997)p 21.

69 \bid pp 21-22.
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‘history from the middie-up’. The iatter chapters of this thesis especially,

explore the efforts of the British mercantile community in the Straits to
resist the hegemony of the East India Company (and the indirect hegemony
of certain economic edicts issuing from London).

The core of this thesis can be summarised roughly as trade, labour

and tand. However its first chapter, '‘Orientalists and Economists’,
provides an outline of the basic principles enunciated by the foundational
text of the 'science’ of political economy, Adam Smith's hdesitsh or Mations
it shows how Smith's basic principles were used and adapted by colonial
administrators, such as Stamford Raffles and John Crawfurd for the most
mundane as well as higher purposes. It also considers the wes/its af
HNetrorsas a piece of writing and shows how its writerly devices were
emulated by colonial administrators in their own texts. The dichotamy set
up in Smith between free trade and mercantilism was especially popular
in the texts of colonial administrators as they sought to present British
coloniglism as better than its Dutch counterpart.

The second chapter looks at the life which the concept of 'free trade’
acquired beyond the theoretical concerns of palitical economy. It examines
the popular representation of Singapore as the embodiment of free trade.
It asks why Singapore was mistakenly represented as the first free port
in the world. What purpose did the related ‘myth’ of Raffles serve?
Recurring descriptions of Singapare as ‘magical’ in relation to free trade
push at the boundaries of what can be considered as political economy. The
magic of a ‘free’ Singapore infused depictions of the city-port as well as
arguments over tax. |t lent a ‘magical’ gloss to the labours of the Chinese
‘coolie’ and his opium and gambling addictions which were encouraged and
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heavily taxed.

Chapter three on 'Commerce and Population’, returns to a more
idealised version of political economy; one that sought to increase
civilization and bring about ‘improvement’The many ways in which
commerce was thought to induce civilization are examined along with
other indicators of ‘improvement’ such as increased population. The
widespread use of Malthus in accounts of Southeast Asian British colonies
shows how economic theories could be used to very different ends.
Population ihcrease was seeh as positive in itself and because it
increased the number of customers for British goods.

Chapter four, ‘Labour’, begins with the aesthatic contemplation of
labour in the tropics and asks why the effects of irrigation especially,
weire so pleasing to economist-colonial administrators. Labour, the
chapter argues, was a thing of besuty forever hecause it gave the
unchanging ‘real’ value of things behind the transient dealings of the
market place. But the radical universality of all labour implied by the
labour theory of value was undercut by Smith's and Ricardo's musing on
the staple diet of labourers. National foodstuffs such as rice or potatoes
as well as different customary requirements in clothing and shelter were
seized upon in the colonies as justification for different pay rates.The
universal equality of Tabour in major economic texts was further undercut
by trade with ‘far distant places’. Comparative costs explained the unequal
exchange of labour. But the unequal exchange of Jabour between 'far
distant places’ was at close range in Southeast Asia where different
races, on different rates of pay, worked side by side. The international
division of tabour of economic textbooks became the face-to-face
assertion of racial difference in the tropics.

An even bigger challenge to the supposed universal equality of labour
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was unfree labour; so big that most political economists assumed in their

discussions that all labour was free, except for the anachronistic and
economically irrational practice of slavery. Raffles and others repeated
the arguments of Adam Smith against the slavery which was still
practised in early nineteenth century Southeast Asia (although a much
criticized exception was made by the colonial administrator John
Anderson in the case of womenj. But in their anti-slavery rhetoric they
overlooked the continuing retiance of the British colonies in Southeast
Asia on varying degrees of unfree labour, convict and coolie. Of the twao,
convicts posed the biggest problem because their labour had a {(im)moral
dimension to it

Chapter five traces land revenue back to the special power political
economists attributed to land: the power to give back mare than is put in -
the agricuitural 'surplus’. The landlord’'s appropriation of this surplus as
irent was originally based on the Lockean notion of property rights arising
from labour. The industrious 'deserve’ the property that accrues to them.
In the colonial context, the greater industriousness of European colonists
{compared with the ‘natives’) in both Locke and Smith gives them property
rights aver 'new lands’. Raffles’ Minutes on land reforms in Java leaned
heavily on the morality implicit in Locke's link between labour and
property. Raffles emphasised increased ‘native’ welfare as well as citing
the 1and revenue systems in British India as the model for his land
reforms, in the hope that his ideas would gain the approval of the Indian
government.

Chapter six concentrates on one of Raffles’ land commissioners,
Crawfurd who denigrated the ryotwari 1and revenue system of British
India after he left Java. Crawfurd argued against the application of
differential rental theory in both India and the British colonies of
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Southeast Asia theory. Due to official neglect, practical difficulties and

local resistance, those who agreed with Crawfurd in Southeast Asia were
successful for much of the nineteenth century in avoiding land tax. The
‘merchant mentality’ identified in Stokes was elevated to the status of
political economy by the British merchant community in the East.
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Chapter One

ECONOMISTS AND ORIENTALISTS

ORIENTALISTS AND THE MESL 7H GF M T/OGVS

wWhen the Wes/is af Veticns was first published it was hailed as a
heyy 'scientific’ explanation of human affairs. Past ideas about the creation
of wealth were dismissed as being based on misunderstanding and error.
According to one of the early editors and popularisers of the hesfis ar
Meiions John McCulloch, the 'demonstrations’ of Smith ‘have subverted the
fatse theories that were previocusly advanced respecting the sources and
distribution of wealth'. 'Political Economy’, he said ‘admits of as much
certainty in its conclusions as any science founded on facfand experiment?
can possibly do'.! This new-found scientific status of political economy
rested in part on the idea that it was attuned to the natural propensities of

every human being. The principles which form the basis of this science’
McCulloch said, were 'a part of the ariginal constitution of man and of the

physical waorld' 2

Adam Smith outlined the basic principles of this ‘original
constitution of man’ in his multivolume economic treatise, the Mesiih a7
Aalions Smith identified two psychological traits, supposediy universal to
the human condition, on which the elaborate system of classical political

! JR McCulloch & Discaurse an the Rise, Frogress, Fecuiisr Qijects 6nd imparience af
Falitics Ecananpy Caml87ming o RILTing af the Caurse af L act uras o 1 Frinciples aind
Dactrinas af thet Sciencallondon: 1824) p 8.

2 MeCulloch Discaursep 10.
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economy rested. All subsequent economic theorists (and their colonial

admirers) extrapolated from Smith's two basic traits, which were assumed
to be the natural inclination of every human being: the 'general disposition
to truck, barter and exchange’ and self-interest . Smith repeats the
phrase,'truck, barter and exchange’ or very similar words, throughout the
second chapter of the first book of the Wes/ih af Nsiiarns’ The ubiquity of
this propensity to trade, conveyed by this repetition, Smith saw as both
‘hatural’ and 'necessary’.4 The universal human disposition to truck and
barter was accepted as a commonplace by the time the journalist Horace
St John wrote his Aisiary ar the /ndisn drchipalagein 1853 St John's
Histery which is mainly an amalgamation of Raffles’ and Crawfurd's
earlier accounts summarises their descriptions of "when the Portuguese
discoverers’ first 'sailed into the Archipelago’ in the sixteenth century. 5t

John remarks:

when the savage and civilized man first meet, their natural feeling
is one of reciprocal curigsity. Next succeeds what appears almost
an instinct, the desire to barter - evidently in all parts of the

3 Smith Az fmguiry inte the Neture snd Lausas af he Weslth arf NatiarsCampbell and Skinner
{eds) (Oxford Oxford University Press, 1976) vol 1, (First Book, second chapter, fifth
paragraph), hereafter

#1.11.5) p 30. Smith either repeats the phrase in part or in full or has the words 'by
treaty, by barter, and by purchase’ substituted for it. See ~¥(1.ii.3) p 27; {1.ii.1) p 25.

4Fpr Smith ‘natural’ and ‘necessary’ were almost equivalent as his description of how ‘Every
individual is continually exerting himseif to find out the most advantageous empioyment for
whatever capital he can command' shows: "..the study of his own advantage naturally, or
rather necessarily leads him to prefer that employment whichis most advantagecus to
society’. mMALIV.ii.4) p 434,
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world the infant essay of the commercial spirit.s

The nes/th af Astfonshad this bartering ‘instinct’ at its base along
with another, equally fundamental, human disposition: self-interest. The
apparent 'vice' of self-interest resulted not in anti-social behaviour,
according to Smith, but instead had some very sociable outcomesb. Self-
interest was the foundation of a ‘civilized society’ where everyone stands
in need of each other’s 1abour and expertise: 'It is not from the benevolence
of the butcher, the brewer and the baker, that we expect our dinner, but
from their regard to their own interest. wWe address ourselves not to their
humanity but to their self-love..’”” The aggregate effect of everyone
pursuing their own interest was the greater good of society. Even though
Smith only mentioned his famous metaphor of the 'invisible hand' once
towards the middle of his opus, it is shorthand for so much of what is
evident throughout his book.8

As we shall see, 'self-interest’ was an important concept to British
colonialists who wanted to show that they were building an empire, not

S Horace St John 7#e /ndian Aronipelaga 7l s Histary snd Frasent Stsia, val /{Londen: 1853)
p217. Horace St John (1832-88) was a leader-writer on political topics for the 'Daily
Telegraph' and special correspondent for the Times’ and the 'Standard’, who turned his hand
towriting history, including historiesof British India (1852} and the indian Archipelago
(1853). Lee, S. and Stephen, L. 7FAeNalions’ Dictionsry of Sragressy(London: Oxford
University Press 1873) p 633.

6 Although as Fitzgibbons points out the term ‘self-love’ was actually employed far more
oftenby Smith, ‘'self-interest’ is used here as the most commonly accepted equivalent. Athol
Fitzgibbons Aaamr Smith s Systam af Liharly, Wesith snd Virtue: the Hars? and Faiitics?
Faundstions af The wealtsror Nstians (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1995) pp 137-8.

7 Smith WM1ii.2) p 26-7.

8 Smith kaV.i1.9) p 456. The full passage reads: 'As every individual therefore, endeavours
..toemploy his capital..that its produce may be of the greatest value; every individual
necessarily labours to to render the annual revenue of society as great as he can. He
generally indeed, neither intends to promote the publick intarest, nor knows how much he is
promoting it._he intends only his own gain and he is in this as in many other cases led by an
invisible hand to promate an end which was no part of his intention’.
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only of free trade, but also of free choice. British colonial administrators

liked to see themselves as allowing the 'natives’ to pursue their self-
interests as opposed to the authoritarian empires of the Portuguese,
Spanish and Dutch. British claims that they were acting in accordance with
indigenous self-interest, enhanced the moral Iegitimacg of their empire
and sharpened the distinction between it and other types of European
colonization.

But while indigenous self-interest may have been crucial to their
project, there was often the unexamined contradiction in their texts that
the ‘natives’ had to be shown what was in their best self-interest. Far
from being universal and instinctual, it seemed that 'self-interest’ might
sometimes have to be taught. For example, Raffles, in his founding address
as President of the Agricultural Society of Sumatra in 1820, requested his
gudience of Europesh settlers to provide models of agricultural innovation

because:

. we must assist the population by our superior intelligence and
endeavour to prove to them their true interests. wWe must make
ourselves more intimately acquainted with their character and
feelings, [rouse] themn to exertion and point out the means by which

their happiness and prosperity may be best augmented..®

In the Meslis ar Netianshowever, even the 'savage nations of hunters and
fishers' know what is in their self-interest. Among such 'savage’ nations
‘every individual who is able to work’, Adam Smith said, 'endeavours to

provide, as well as he can, the necessaries and conveniences of life, for

9 Quoted in John Bastin 748 Mative Falicias af Sir Stemitrd ReITies in J8yvE 8110 Sumialrs: 87
Eoonamicintarprelstiar{0xford:Oxford University Press, 1957) p 115
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himself or such of his family and tribe that are either too old, or too young

or too infirm to go g hunting and fishing'.10

For Smith, these two propensities - to "truck, barter and exchange’
and self-interest - gave rise to another constant of the human condition,
the division of labour. People’s self-interest would drive them to
specialise at whatever they did best, and the propensity to "truck, barter
and exchange' would see them sell the fruits of their specialised labour for
the fruits of someone else’s specialised Tabour. In Smith's opinion, the
division of labour increased the ‘productive powers of labour’ to a greater
degree than anything else.'! Using the example of pin-making, Smith argued
that the division of labour magnified productivity for three reasons: the
increased dexterity of each workman, the time that it saved because
people no longer had to move from task to task, and the invention of
labour-saving machinery, which Smith claimed, were usually 'the
inventions of common workmen, who each of them employed in some very
simple operation, naturally turned their thoughts towards finding out
easier and readier methods of perfarming it'.12

But although, through the division of labour, gach ‘man’ begins to
produce more than he needs, his labour can no longer supply all his wants.
He is forced to rely on others for his survival in ‘consequence of the
division of labour’. It is through 'the assistance and co-operation of many
thousands, that the very meanest person in a civilized country’ is
sustained. Thanks to this division of labour, Smith concludes, 'the
accommedation’ of an 'industrious and frugal’ European ‘peasant. exceeds
that of many an African king, the absolute master of the lives and liberties

10 gmith mMWi. 4 p 10.
T gmith #ati1) p 13,
128mith #M1i3)p 15and { 1.i.8) p 20.
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of ten thousand naked savages. 13

To modern ears this last from Smith (especially if taken in isolation)
may sound as if he is making a racially-based estimation of the
comparative worth of European and African labour. However immediately
after this remark Smith opens his next chapter by re-emphaising the
universality of the division of labour which led to this difference in
‘accommodation’ He explains that the division of labour is 'the necessary,
though very stow and gradual consequence of & certain propensity in human
nature..the propensity to truck, barter and exchange one thing for
another.''4 This propensity arises out of the 'faculties of reason and
speech’ and is ‘commaon to all men’. it is not, he says, to be found in any
species of animal. It arises out of the difference which exrist in the talents
between men at all stages of development. Even in a "tribe of hunters or
shepherds, a particular person makes bows and arrows for example, with
more readiness and dexterity than any other’ and thus through bartering
‘with his companions...he becomes & sort of armourer'.15 Even though Smith
saw the division of labour as far more advanced in ‘commercial’ societies,
it is his extension of the chief engine of improvement - the division of
labour - to ‘hunters and shepherds’ that distinguished Smith's work from
more static conceptions of some people as permanently at the bottom of
civilizational hierarchies.

Even Smith's difference in talents is not as innate as it might seem.
Far from being an accident of birth, different talents, Smiths suggests, are
more the effects of upbringing and practice:

13 Smith, #M1.i.11) pp 23-24.
14 5mith mM 1.i1.1) p 25.
15 5mith #1.ii.3) p 27.
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The difference of natural talents in different men is, in reality,

much less than we are aware of; and the very different genius
which appears to distinguish men of different professions, when
grown up to maturity, is not ..so much the cause, as the effect of
the division l1sbour. The difference, for example, between a

philosopher and & common street porter..seems to arise not so

much from nature, as from habit, custom, and education .16

However this is one aspect of Smith that colonial administrators
rarely imitated. When Crawfurd says of Javanese cloth manufacture:

This is a picture of the rude condition of manufacturing industry,
of the waste of labour and of time, which resuitts in an uncivilised
stage of society, from imperfection of machinery, from indolence,

unskilfuiness and the absence of the subdivision of labour.17

he is not only talking about the division of labour in Smithian terms.

16 Smith #11i.4) p29. This position of Smith’s distinguished him from other philosophers
of the day. His friend and mentor, David Hume, for example, claimed that permanent bodily
differences arise out of physical differences between the classes andgive rise totheir
different occupations: The skin, pores, muscles and nerves of a day-labourer, are different
from those of a man of quality: so are his sentiments, actions and manners. The different
stationsin lifeinfluence the whole fabric, external andinternal; and these different stations
arisenecessarily, because uniformly, from the necessary and uniform principies of human
nature'. D. Hume Fresiise af Humen Meture{lil, i) quoted in a footnote to Campbell and
Skimner’s edition of the hresfilh ol Metiansp 27.

17 Crawfurd Aisiary ar the Ingisn Srchipelege Cont 8ining &1 eccaunt ar e Hennars, Aris,
Lengusgeas, Faligians, nstitutions snd Comynerceal 18 fnhatitents 3 vals, London 1820,
Frank Cass (reprinted 1967) |, 179. Crawfurd here might actually be more influenced by
David Hume who believe that before manufacturing developed, when the bulk of people are
emploged in agriculture, they will be 'slothful’ and ‘barbaric’ due to the lack of ‘incentives and
opportunities with which to satisfy their natural demands for pleasure and vanity' David
Hume £ssays MHorsl, Folitical endt itereryquoted in Donald Winch dgsmr Smits s Felitics: 677
Easay intistariagraphic Kavisiar(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978) p 74.



49
Crawfurd mixes Smith's concern with the lack of the division of labour,

and the resulting waste of time, labour and skill, and less advanced
machinery, with far more judgmental comments about Javanese

‘indolence’. '8 In contrast, Smith pronounced that the division of labour

would occur in all societies and amongst all people because it was the
‘nacessary’, albeit slow and gradual, result of something common to all

humans.19

Colonial administrators, like Crawfurd, however were not satisfied
with this easy universalism. They wanted to account for why supposedly
'necessary’ and universal developments such as the division of labour had
not taken place to the same extent in all societies. As well as 'native
indolence’ and 'lack of civilization’, climate was another explanation
favoured by colonial writers. The eighteenth-century administrator of
Bencoolen on Sumatra, william Marsden, opined that in tropical ‘climates
like that of Sumatra... The spring of importunate necessity there soon loses
its force, and consequently the wheels of invention that depend upon it,
fail to perform more than a few simple revolutions’. In contrast, peoples
living in ‘regions less miid" must go to ‘greater lengths’ so that 'in an equal
space of time’ they attain 'greater perfection’. This, Marsden suggested

might:

reconcile the high antiguity universally allowed to Asistic nations
with the limited progress of arts and sciences among them; in

18 For the long European tradition of attributing "indclence’ to the Javanese and other
inhabitants of Southeast Asia see S.H. Alatas 74e Myth af the £ azy Vetive(LondonFrank
Cass, 1977).

19 gmith #A1.ii.1) p 25. Admittedly Smithalso talked about that ‘rude state of society in
which there is no division of labour’ (11.1., p 276). He said thal 'the accumuiation of stock
must, in the nature of things, be previous to the division of labour{11.3, p 277). But he does
soinsucha way thatit isapparent that universal self-interest will lead to the divisionof
labour because ‘accumulation naturally 1eads to this improvement'{l1.4, p 277).
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which they are manifestiy surpassed by people who, compared with

them are but of very recent date.20

Colanial British frustration at a peaple who would not fit in with their
economic schemes, coupled with a need to account for difference within a
world supposedly subject to universal laws, 1ed them to supplementary
explanations. Most colonial administrators fell back on climatic
explanations (especially Crawfurd2! as well as explanations involving
‘foreigners’ who by their example and influence would either impede or
speed progress among the indigenous inhabitants. As we shall see, Raffles
in particular held the Dutch colonial regime responsible for the Javanese
lack of progress. And, along with many other colonial administrators, he
sometimes fell back on the notion of racial inferiority as an explanation
for perceived differences.

In the Wealth &7 Azf7ons, however, all people, both as individuals and

in the aggregate as nations, seem capable of ‘progress’ and ‘improvement’.22

20 william Marsden 7he Aistary aof Runatrs{london:1811) pp 54-55, p 205,

21 john Crawfurd had attended Edinburgh University medical school between 1779 and 1781
when its major teachers such as Alexander Monro sarurgusand John Gregery emphasised the
nervous system’s role in connecting social development with enviranmental influences. This
interrelation between the nervous system and environmentatl factors such as diet, climate and
soil explains such claims by Crawfurd as: 'No country has produced a great or civilized race
but & country that is capable of yielding a supply of 7@wrscecusgrain. [i.e. wheat]
{Crawfurd #fstary),14-16). Inrelation to the four stages theory Crawfurd believed that The
shepherd state..could have no existence among the woods, the narrow valleys and the soft
climate of Java...it is the necessary consequence of their [the Javanese] climate that they
should want the hardihood and manly virtues of the semi-barbarians of severer regions’
(Aisiery |1, p 296). However it also seems likely that Crawfurd borrowed many ideas about
sladial development and environmental influences from Montesquieu, Mittar, Lord Kames and
Adam Ferguson. For a longer and more detailed analysis of this see Quilty 7axtws/fmpirespp
28-30, pp 71-75.

22 As we shall see towards the end of this chapter, Smith himself was not immune to ideas

of racial determinism popular at the time. Crawfurd especially focused on these "lapses’ by
Smith.
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&5 Smith explains in his preface, the wealth of a nation is the ratio

between funds and peaple, which is not dependent on innate
characteristics. Rather it is determined by "two circumstances; first by
the skill, dexterity and judgment with which its labour is generally
applied; and secondly by the proportion between those who are employed in
useful labour, and that of those who are not so employed.” These two
factors determine the rise and fall of nations "whatever be the soil,
climate or extent of any particular nation.’23 Smith observed his
‘universal’ propensities to self interest and to trade in all sorts of
societies. Tartars, Arabs, Highland Scots, Romans and Brazilians all shared
the stage on which these narratives of social development were played out.
Sometimes these peoples were the colonized subjects of eighteenth-
century British expansion such as American ‘Indians’.

In part, it was these cross-social comparisons that made the fies/is
ar Metions so useful for colonial administrators. As its title indicated,
Smith's book was not about the wealth of one nation only, but nations in
the plural. It compared what made some nations ‘progress’ in wealth, some
nations stationary and others decline. As colonial administrators moved
gbout Southeast Asia, they could assess at which stage in the ‘progress of
oputence’ were the places they visited or ruled. In a region and age when
religble statistics were few, the theories of political economy often
provided them with the only way of assessing a country's potential as a
market or a source of raw materials and revenue. As Raffles explains to
his reader in his Arsiary af /evs he devotes a chapter to agriculture ‘not
so much in the hope of increasing the stock of agricultural knowledge, as
of assisting the reader to form an estimate of the character, habits, wants

23 5mith #4113 p 10.
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and rescurces of the Javan' 24

There were two scales used by Smith throughout the fres/ifh &7
Aatiansalong which all societies could be assessed. One scale had only
three categories: the declining, rising or stationary state of each society.
The other scale had four categories: the four stages of development. These
two different ways of measuring a society's ‘progress’ were often
combined in the Wes/ish of Ve?iansand colonial texts, but for the sake of
clarity, we shall first examine the two scales separately. The first scale
was the material wealth built up by a country relative to its population or
the ‘progress of opulence’, as Smith sometimes called it. This scale is
outlined in the opening words of Smith’s book. Smith begins his preface,
the ‘Introduction and Plan of the Waork’, with the words:

The annual labour of every nation is the fund which originally
supplies it with all the necessaries and cohveniences of life which it
annually consumes, and which consists always either in the
immediate produce of that lsbour, or in what is purchased with that
produce from other nations.

Smith then goes on to explain that it is the ‘proportion’ between the size of
thig 'fund’ and the 'number of those who are to consume it" which
determines whether a nation will be wealthy or ctherwise.

In this foundational passage, a nation’'s "wealth’ is not static. It is
not hoarded or measured in terms of absolute quantity. In Smith, products
are made and stored up on a yearly basis to be used in sustaining the labour
and production of the following year. If a large ‘fund’ was put aside to

24 Thomas Stamford Raffles Mrsiary of Jave 1817 (Kuala Lumpur: Dxford University Press,
1965) |, p 107.
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sustain each person as well as provide raw materials for them to work on,

then as an aggregate of such individuals, that nation would ‘improve’ or
'nrogress’. If, on the other hand, the funds available were exactly enough to
sustain a nation's people and their work, year after year, then that country
was pronounced ‘stationary’. In & 'declining’ country there were more people
than funds to sustain them.

In Smith, different rates of profits, interest, wages and rents
corresponded to each of these three states. In & ‘progressing’ ar "improving’
country, rents and wages would be high, but competition between ‘'many
rich merchants’ would see rates of profits fall, along with interest
rates.25 The exception to this was the ultra-progressive societies of new
colonies such as ‘our North American and West Indian colonies’ where
wages, profits and interest are all high, while rents are low, since the
abundant land is 'understocked'. 26 in ‘declining’ societies "the funds
destined for the maintenance of industry’ are diminished and wages are
low. Hawever, profits are up since merchants can pay lower wages for the
labourers who make their goods and bring them to market, and once the
goods are at market, 'they get more for them’ since there is general
scarcity.2? Interest rates are also up, since the chief lenders, the
merchants, 'can well afford a large interest’. In a stationary country,
wages and profits would be Tow. Such a country would be 'fully peopled’ in
proportion to the stock or funds available and 'the competition’ between
them would ‘be so great as to reduce the wages of labour to what was
barely sufficient to keep up the number of labourers’. The competition
between the competing investor-merchants would also keep profits

25 5mith #W1.ix.2) p 105. Interest rates would fall, according to Smith, as they are
determined by how much of a retum merchants expect on their loan.

26 smith #M1.ix.11) p 109.

27 smith #M1ix.13) pp 110=-111.
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down28. China is given as an example of & country which ‘seems to have

been long stationery’ and "long ago acquired its full complement of riches’.

It was passages like this one, in the nes/th a7 NVeiians, which
enabled Crawfurd to pronounce of ‘the great tribes of the Archipelago’ that
like ‘rude and unsettled states of society everywhere, mercantile profits
are exorbitant, and the rate of interest high in proportion to this profit,
and the risk of lending..' 29 However we can see that this assessment by
Crawfurd was not just based on the ratio of funds to people. His
description of the state of society ss ‘'rude and unsettied’ is decidedly less
neutral than Smith's ‘declining’ state {which is the ‘state’ indicated by high
profits and interest rates). It perhaps owes more to other ways of
assessing societies.

There was another scale in the Wes/is af Meiranswhich was distinct
from, but interacted with, the progressive, stationary or declining states
of society. This was the ‘conjectural history’ of humanity: the four stages
of development through which all peoples were thought to pass. This idea
of development by stages was not new to Smith. It can be traced back to
Hesiod’s legend of the five ages and seen in Montesquieu’s climatic
determinism and Pufendorf's, Hume's and Locke’s stories of the historical
origins of property and the state, among others.30 But this idea of
development in stages was strengthened in the eighteenth century by the
concentration of previously innumerable stages into four main ones: the
hunter-gatherer stage, the nomadic pastoral stage, the settled agricultural

28 gmith alix14)p 111
29 Crawfurd #steryill p 94,

30 pJ. Marshall and G. Williams 74e &eat HMep af Mankind British Faveptions af the Waid
intheAge af Entightemment (London: JM. Dent & Sons Ltd,1982) pp 210-220; R. wWakle -
Fhitasophy snd Sciance in e Scal tish Enfigntanmest (Edinburgh: John MacDonald PubTishers
Lid 1968) pp 145-168.
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stage and the modern, commercial stage.

The term ‘conjectural histories” was another name for these
developmental theories. Coined to describe Smith's use of stages by Dugald
Stewart in his /793 SBiographics! Memair af Adsm SmitiStewart said
Smith used ‘conjectursl histories’ in the absence of direct evidence about

past societies:

wWhen we are under a necessity of supplying the place of fact by
conjecture; and when we are unable to ascertain how men may
actualty have conducted themselves upon particular occasions, of
considering in what manner they are likely to have proceeded, from
the principles of their nature, and the circumstances of their

external situation.3!

The very term ‘conjectural histories’ implied the admissiaon that the
‘pastoral’ and other stages were only conjectures about a society's pre-
history. In the absence of firm, historical evidence, present-day
institutions such as a society’s government, laws and family structures
were scrutinised to see if their origins could be deduced. As Crawfurd put
it in his Aistary af the indisn Archinelsgawhen indigenous histories
‘abound in as much folly, ignorance and inconsistency’ as he considered
Southeast Asian histories to,'we have aright to reckon..the story of a

31 Quoted in R. Meek Sacis/ Science snd the lgnabie SavegaCambridge: Cambridge
University Press,1976) p 113.
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people still rude and uninformed’ 32

According to the historian of economic ideas, Ronald Meek, the
innovation of Smith's 'four stages’ theory was that it ‘universalised all
previous developmental theories by basing them on different modes of
subsistence’. In Smith's four stages changing modes of subsistence saw
greater surpluses accrue - either by the division of labour in the hunter
stage, or, in the pastoral stage, the continued division of labour plus the
natural increase in cattle {or other livestock). In the agricultural phase
these were added to an increased 'surplus’ accrued from land which
produced more than necessary to sustain those who worked on it
Commercial society included all these modes of accruing wealth with the
added one of trade, whereby the towns exchanged their surplus
manufactures and luxuries for the surplus of the surrounding countryside.33

while in Smith there was no requiar, casual link between the three
states (progressive, stationary and declining) and the four stages, there
was some overlap. A society enjoying the ‘progressive’ state could more
easily move up the four stages. Not only did the accumulation of capital
propel a society up the four stages, but it was self-perpetuating. As a
society progressed up through the four stages it became better able to

32 Crawfurd Mfstory|| p 298. By about the 1830s the use of conjectural histories had almast
diedout in Southeast Asia as ithad in Britain. The few writers who kept on using them
included James Mill and John Crawfurd who expressed his admiration of Mill's Aistary o7
imdiain his own Aisiary arf the indian Archipaisga(il1:32). For the rise and decline of
conjecturs) histories see John Burrow Fvalution snd Saciely & Stugy in Victarian Socisl
7heory(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968} By the 1860s when John Cameron
wrote Gur Frapicsl Fossassions in Meleyen indrs, it seems to have become a vehicle for ironic
asides andlittle else. The oniyplace Cameronaliugdes to such theories is when, speaking of
how lucrative a pawnbroker's licence is in Singapore, he says: ‘Buying and selling it is said is
anindication of fair civilization; and mortgaging which followed long afterwards inmercantile
history, one of positiverefinement. If this be so thenative poputationhave carred their
refinement to a high point {pp 218-219).

33 5mith mMAlili 1)
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sustain itseif.34 The more efficient use of labour through its greater sub-

division saw a greater surplus produced (which became the wage fund for
the following year) and accumulated to support growing numbers of
people.3

Furthermore this 'Progress of Opulence’ in Smith or the ‘Progress of
Improvement’ as he also called it, was not just about the increased
material welfare or the more efficient use of labour through its division.36
There were many non-material implications arising from such progress.
Not only does it 1ead to better machinery, a more interdependent society
and a greater number and variety of employments3?. as we have seen, but
the second, pastoral stage, also leads to the emergence of a form of
property {cattle) which can be accumulated and transmitted from one
generation to the next. The rise of property Smith says ‘necessarily
requires the establishment of civil government'. 38 Material progress also

increases refinement in the arts and knowledge as an ‘'unproductive’ class

>4 Thomas Malthus in 1798, twenty-two years after the wdes/isarVstienshad first been
publighed, strengthened the caussl 1ink between the funds available to a society andits
progression up the Tour stages. {n his first fssay an the Frincipiaal Faomydstiarra decrease in
one became the engine driving society up or down the civilizational hierarchy. A growing
population would equal or sutstrip the existing fund. This would 1ead to widespiead hunger snd
misery but also innovation. General scarcity wouid beget agricultural and manufacturing
innovations to stretch the fund further. Malthus described how it was 'want’ that compelled
‘'savages’ to settle down and cultivate the one spot and exchange their goods with each other.
The ratio of people to the available fund, especiaily if they ‘pressed’ upon it, as they did in
Smith's stationary and declining states, propelled a society up the four stages. However in
Malthus this tendency could go too far and iead to adeclining society subject to widespread
famines. Malthus shall be considered ingreater detail inchapter three. Thomas Malthus £ss58y
a7 Ihe Frincipie of Fopuiation {18t edition, /798 and A Summary View of the Frinciple of
Famuistiandnthony Flew (ed) (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1982).

33 8mith #A(1.i.4) pp 15-16.
36 gmith MA(l.xi.0.1) p 260.

37 This interdependency reaches s peak in socisties at the 'commercial stage': '‘Every man
thus lives by exchanging or becomes in some measure a merchant, and the society itself
grows to be what is properly a commercial society’. #A#(liv.1) p 37

38 gSmith mMV.i.b.2) p 700.
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of ‘philosophers or men of speculation whose trade is not to do anything,

but to observe everything' arises39. Other socia) side-effects of progress
include the use of metal money as the ‘common instrument of commerce’,
and a decline in the art of hospitality.40

The social effects associated with the ‘progress of opulence’ were
well known to colonial writers in the Tate eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. They could be used to assess the ‘stages’ different societies had
reached. Crawfurd, for example, says of the 'various inhabitants’ of the
region that while a

few are still roaming about the forests, as uselass, as
unproductive and perhaps mare mischievous than the beasts. by far
the greater number have made a respectable progress in social
order, tamed the useful animals, applied themselves successfully

to agriculture, to fisheries, to navigation and even to mining. 41

Raffles seems to be talking about Smith's shepherd stage when he says
that the 'Javans are a nation of husbandmen, and exhibit that simple
structure of society incident to such a stage of its progress’ .42 Raffles
also seems to be emulating Smith when he speaks of the people of the
Sunda districts in Java who exhibit the 'rude hospitality and union of the
different gradations of society..similar to that which prevailed in the
Highlands of Scaotland some centuries ago, where, it is said 'those of
inferior description were nevertheless considered as guests and had their

395mith ¥ ( 1.i.9) 21. See also (l.iii.4) p 34.

40 gee Smith MA(1.iv.3-4) p 35 for money; and {111.iv.5) p 413 for hospitality.
41 Crawfurd Arsferiy)il, pp 275-6.

42 Raffles Histary |, p 106.
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share both of the entertainment and good cheer of the day'.43 In Smith’s

shepherd stage large landowners had little to expend their surpluses on,
save on ‘rustick hospitality and the maintenance of large bodies af
retainers.

It is difficult to sey colonial writers were only using Smith as the
source of their ‘conjectural histories’. Belief in precrdained stages of
progress was so pervasive in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries that colonial administrators rarely bothered to expiain from
whom they were borrowing their scales and criteria of development. In one
rare instance of sources being cited, Marsden hames three:

three scales are pointed out by different writers (Le Poivre,
Robertson and Richardson) by which to measure and ascertain the
state of civilization any people have arrived at: the one is the
degree of perfection of their agriculture; another, their progress in
the art of numeration; and a third the number of abstract terms in

their Tanguage. 44

Nevertheless, like Smith's four stages, what all these different
scales had in common was the idea of progress. Like Smith's ‘progress of
opulence’ the scales they used were about "improvement’ in language or
agriculture (say), as well as material accumulation. The hes/ih a7 Netions
was part of what the Indian historian, Ranajit Guha, calls the '‘British
idiom of improvement’. According to Guha 'the idea of Improvement was
the a cardinal feature of England for the greater part of a century;
beginning in the 1780s". There was "hardly anything’ in England’s economic

43 {bid [, p 100.
44 Marsden Histary af Sumetrap 170.
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and technological movements or sociatl and intellectual trends during this

time, he says, that "was not a response in ohe sense or another to the urge
for improvement’. According to Guha, this 'era of improvement coincided
with the formative phase of colonialism in India’ so that the ‘raj too’ got
‘caught up in some of the enthusiasm radiating from the metropolis’.45 Not
only India, but a1t British colonies including those in Southeast Asia were
to be ‘improved’. As another historian, Richard Drayton says, "what
distinguishes British imperialism from the late eighteenth century
onwards is this faith in its capacity and right to increase the happiness of

barbarians’ 46

In Smith the 'progress of improvement’ takes place with the more
efficient utilisation of resources as a society progresses. As James Mill so
succinctly put it in his Aisiary ar /nd7e{1817): 'Exactly in propartion as
Utility is the object of every pursuit may we regard a nation as
civilized' .47 Far from being the result of human design, this allocation is
actually whatever is most ‘natural’. it is the self-regulating forces of the
market place, the free and ‘'necessary’ flow of resources to where they are
most needed. This paradox that progress towards greater civilization was
both the cause and effect of more ‘natural’ ways of doing things was
perhaps what Marsden was alluding to when he said that ‘the next step

from consummate refinement’ is one ‘leading to simplicity’ .49

Progress up the four stages as people discover more productive and

45 Ranajit Guha Dominance Without Hegemony and Its Historiagraphy' Sws/tan Studies
{Delhi:Oxford University Press, 1988) pp 240-241.

46 Richard Drayton Metures Gavermnant. Seience, inparisl Britein spd the Jmprovement af
the war/d{New Haven: ¥ale University Press, 2000) p 93.

47 Quoted in Burrow Svalutionend Soecietyp 46.
48 Marsden Higtary p 210, See also where he says af ‘good taste’ that "Simplicity, so

essential to theidea, is thecharacteristicof a rude and uncivilised people; and isagain
adopted by men in their highest stage of refinement.’ (p 270}
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'natural’ ways of doing things was accompanied by a waste-not-want-not

mentality. As a people 'improved’ efficiency increased: land was enclosed,
agriculture intensified, unwanted surplus was exchanged for things that
were wanted, new resources were exploited in more efficient ways.4? This
efficiency arose from the fact that the true nature of things was being
accommodated, rather than fought against. As Drayton says: ‘progress
depended on the application of the Order of Nature to human society’.3°
Even seemingly unrelated examples such as the decling of hospitality
were actually the resuit of ‘necessary’ and ‘natural’ flows of capital. For
Smith, the excessive hospitality he (and Raffles) believed existed in the
agricuttural stage, occurred because of the 'necessary flow of capital. In
the pastoral stage there was little on which to spend surplus capital. 'In a
country that has neither foreign commerce, nor any of the finer
manufactures’, Smith explains 'a great proprietor, having nothing for which
he can exchange the greater part of the produce of his lands ... consumes
the whole in rustick hospitality at home ...a hospitality nearly of the same
kind was exercised not many years ago in many different parts of the
highlands of Scotland’ 5! After he has paid his workers, the proprietor's
surplus must be spent somewhere. Smith saw the excessive hospitality as
providing an outlet for a rich man's money when there were few others.

INTERNATIONAL TRADE AND MERCANTILISM
The necessary and natural flow of resources could also take piace on
an international scale. Smith saw 'foreign trade’ as beneficial to any

49 according to Drayton ‘the verb "to improve”, which we use in the sense of "to ameliorate”
or "ta perfect”, originally meant to put to a profit, and in particular to enclose "waste” or
common land’ . Drayton Aelure s Govermmanip D1,

50 Drayton Msture's Governmanip 90.

31 smith #X111.1v.5) pp 412- 413.
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country which engaged in it because

It carries out that surplus part of the produce of their land and
tabour for which there is no demand among them and brings back in
return for it something else for which there is a demand. It gives a
value to their superfluities, by exchanging them for something else,
which may satisfy & part of their wants and increase their

enjoyments. sz

This in turn can increase the progress of civilization in such countries. Due
to their foreign trade 'the narrowness of the home market does not hinder
the division of labour in any particular branch of art or manufacture firom
being carried to the highest perfection’.

The benefits of getting rid of a country’s surplus through foreign
trade led Crawfurd to lambaste the Spanish colonial government for
expelling the Chinese from the Philippines in 1709. According to Crawfurd
the Spanish made the ‘vulgar and absurd’ errvor of begrudging the earnings
Chinese workers in the Philippines took or sent back home:

...if they carried away to China the gold and silver of the
Philippines, they must have carried off what was too abundant in
the country, what it was of more advantage to the country to lose
than to keep. The country was not plundered of what was taken
away, for an equivalent was left in the produce of Chinese industry;
and to have exparted produce when money was of iess value, and, of

course, of less use, would have been an injury to the community.>3

52 Smith #MIV.i31)p 446.See also #MIV.i.31) p 447,
53 Crawfurd Arsiargy ), p 463.
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The benefits bestowed by international trade showed that the
invisible hand is at work not only among individuals within a society but
also between nations on @ global scale. As Smith explains when he eniarges
upon the individual psychology of self-interest to include the whole world:
‘The taylor does not attempt to make his own shoes but buys them of the
shoemaker. The shoemaker does not attempt to make his own cloaths, but
employs a taylor. What is prudence for the conduct of every private family,
can scarce be folly in that of a great kingdom'. 54 This made Smith’s ies/th
a7 Natiaes revolutionary in the context of international trade: it seemed to
prove beyond a doubt that in any international exchange both trading
nations could mutually benefit. Smith was writing against the idea
common in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that
international trade could only be conducted by a nation at the expense of
another nation. Smith suggested that trade, between nations as well as
individuals, could be, in today's jargon, & 'win-win’ situation

The old idea that trade between nations was an unequal exchange in
which one side must 1oose and only one side win, had appeared in various
guises in the preceding centuries. Loosely gathered under the rubric
'mercantilism’, many of the main proponents of mercantilist thought in

S4gmith MWIV.ii.11) pp 456-7. \nhis Lecluras anustica, Folice, Revenue spd ArmsSmith
made an even more direct comparison between individual and intermational actions:"'wWhen two
men trade between themselves it is undoubtedly for the advantage of both.. The case is
exactly the same betwixt any two nations'(p 204). Blaug points out that thisis the same
‘fallacy of composition that Smithhad earlier condemnedin the mercantilists’. Mark Blaug
Eranamic Theary in Retrognect(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) p 57.
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England had been employees of the East India Company.> Mercantilists had
demanded governmeant interference in order to ensure that England (and
themselves) would not be disadvantaged in international trade. Within
mercantilist thought the possession of precious metals was ane of the
ultimate aims of an economy. Coltonies were founded overseas in the hope
they would have rich mineral deposits. Even if there were no physical gold
mines in these colonies they could become metaphorical gold mines if they
provided the colonizing country with @ monopoly on a plant which only
grew on their shores or if regulations were enacted to perpetuate a
permanent imbalance of trade in favour of the mother county. Mercantilist
companies were given monopolistic charters by their governments to allow
them to colonize those lands which promised to supply timber, flax, or
some other necessary commaodity. As Smith put it

Every European nation has endeavoured more or less to monopolise
to itself the commerce of its colonies and and, upon that account,
has prohibited the ships of foreign nations from trading to them,
and has prohibited them from importing European goods from any

foreign nation.36

33 Staley Arislory of Feanomic Thougr! p 9. The praminent mercantilist theorist {(andone time
director of the East India Company) Thomas Mun summed up this view in 1664 with the title
of his work £ngiands Tressurea by Farrsign Trege, or the Bsllsnce ar aur Forraign 7rege is
tha Kwla of Gu- TresayreKindleberger pp 86-88, 99-100. Smith coined the phrase
'mercantilist’ as aconvenient umbrelia term for those whose practices he wished toattack.
As the historian of economic ideas, Mark Blaug explains: The term ‘mercantilist’ first
acquired significance at the hands of Adam Smith..the Englishpamphlet writers of the 17th
and 158th centuries showed no awareness of contributing to any definite stream of ideas, much
less to a tradition that Adam Smith attacked under the rubric of Mercantilism..Nevertheless,
throughout the 300 years of uncoordinated intellectual effort..certain doctrinal threads
appear again and again.’ Blaug Foanamic Fhearyi p 10.

36 gmith M1V viib.21) p 575.
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Despite his praise of self-interest, it was the self-interested way in

which European nations used their colonies that raised Smith’s ire. In his
chapter 'Of Colonies’ in the kies/t# af MetiansSmith attacks the use of
colonies by mercantilists. He begins by praising the colonies of ancient
Greece and Rome which only established colonies when their populations
had multiplied 'heyond what that territory could easily maintain’,
According to Smith these colonies were then allowed their own
governments, laws, magistrates and freedom in foreign affairs: The
mother city, though she considered the calony as a child, at all times
entitled to great favour and assistance..yet considered it as an
emancipated child, over whom she pretended to claim no direct authority
or jurisdiction’.5?

The ‘European colonies in America and the West Indies’, on the other
hand, ‘arose from ho necessity’. He outlines how it was the fourteenth and
fifteenth century spice trade in which the ‘great profits of the Yenetians
tempted the avidity of the Portuguese’. Consequently Yasco de Gama
discovered India and Columbus discovered the West Indies, both in the
quest for the riches of the East.58 Columbus’ reports of the mineral weaith
of the West Indies 1ed Spain to to 'take possession of countries of which
the inhabitants were plainty incapabie of defending themselves ..the hope
of finding treasures of gold there, was the sole motive which prompted
them to undertake it'.S°

His brief survey of the colonising histories of the Dutch, Spanish and
English governments shows that once the colonies had attained some
economic significance, the ‘mother country’ brought in regulations "to

57 smith bV IV.viia2), p 556.
38 Smith M1V .vii.a.6) p 559.
38 gmith wMIV.viia.16) p 561,
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secure to herself the monopoly of their commerce’. A bad mother, her

pverriding concern became to ‘confine their market, and to enlarge her own
at their expence, and consequently, rather to damp and discourage, than to
quicken and forward the course of their prosperity’. He adds that even
though the English government’s mercantilist, colonial policy has been the
'best of them all’ this only means it was ‘'someyvhat less illiberal and

oppressive than that of any of the rest’.60

Smith's even handed criticism of the English joint-stock company, as
well as the Dutch one, can be seen where he discusses whether a society is
'stationary’ or going 'backward’ using examples from ‘stationary’ China and
‘backvard’ Bengal and 'some other of the English settlements in the East
Indies’. In these examples wages are pushed down by the competition
amongst labourers for the employment which was decreasing as capital
decreased. Smith believes that their resulting decreased wages lead to "the
most miserable and scanty subsistence of the labourer..Want, famine and
mortality would immediatety prevail in that class’. Smith attributes the
‘backwardness’ of Bengal and other English settlements in the 'East Indies’
to the English East India Company ,'the mercantile company which

oppresses and domineers in the East Indies'.6!

Smith saw the East India Company's mercantile interests as being in
conflict with the greater interest they should exhibit as a government.

60 smith IV vii.b.63) p 590.
61 5mith #Aflviii.26) p O1.
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Smith was vehemently opposed to joint-stock companies being rulers. 62

The Dutch and English East India Companies both showed, by "'the manner in
which they govern their new subjects, the natural genius of an exclusive
company'.63 Destroying crops which might Tower the price of their goods,
even destroying people who might compete with them in the case of the
Dutch in the Spice Islands, were for Smith the natural outcomes of a
system which would one day lead to the ‘English company’ becoming ‘as
compleatly destructive as that of the Dutch’ in "the course of a century or
two’'.64

Smith argued that the functions of ‘merchants’ and ‘sovereigns’ were
incompatible and could not both be performed by the one institution. A
‘company of merchants are’ Smith argued, 'incapable of considering
themselves as sovereigns even after they have become such’. He accused
them of regarding their job of ‘'sovereign as an appendix to that of the
merchant ..by means of which they may be enabled to buy cheaper in india
and sell with a better profit in England’. The interests of merchant and
sovereign were naturally opposed. The ‘revenue of the sovereign is drawn
from that of that of the people’ so the ‘greater the revenue of the people’
the greater the income of the sovereign.65 Merchants on the other hand

wanted to keep out all competitors from the countries they governed and

62 smith was not opposed to imperial rule par se despite that characterisation of him by
some historians of economic thought. For example Ellen Franke) Paul fars/ Kevalulion snd
EConamic Soianca: the Demrsa of L 8Issar-Faive inNinateanth Lentivy British Falilics/
Feanamy(Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1979) p 35 and Staley Aisiary ar fconamic Thought
p 53. He was only opposed to restrictive imperial governments by ‘exclusive companies' AWV
{Iv.vii.c.100) p 635 He actually advocated that the British government take over the rule of
india, calling the 'territorial acquisitions of the East India Company, the undoubtedright of the
crown, that is of the state and people of Great Britain..' #(V.111.91) p 945

63 smith aa{iv. vii.c.101) p 635.
64 gmith pAIV.viic.101) pp 636-637.
65 Smith MA(IV.vii.c.102) p 637.
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reduce ‘the surplus produce of those countries to what is barely sufficient

for supplying their own demand'®6 . The undermining of the economy of the
country they ruled was particularty absurd, Smith thought, in the case of
Bengal where the revenue arose chiefly from land-rent.67

The self-interests of sovereigns and merchants needed to be met in
different ways: mercantilist companies preferred ‘the little and transitory
profit of the monopolist to the great and permanent revenue of the
sovereign’. Proper, responsible sovereigns identified their own self-
interest with their country’s: 'their interest is exactly the same with that
of the country they govern'. But ‘as merchants their interest is directly
opposed to that interest’ .68 In Smith’s opinion, securing captive markets
should be beneath the Tofty aims of a national government. As he so
scathingly puts it: ‘To found a great empire for the sole purpose of raising
up a people of customers’ is 'a project fit only for a nation of
shopkeepers' 69

The metaphorical contrast between the founders of a ‘great empire’
and mere 'shopkeepers' was, Smith implied, the contrast between the
narrow self-interest of petty merchants compared to the grander horizons
of an imperial government.7% In Smith's eyes, ancient Greece and Rome
treated their colonies as independent children that could still expect the
'mother’ country's assistance, but did not exist solely far her. In his
History af Jeyg Raffles claimed this liberal ‘'doctrine’ was unknown to the
Dutch. Instead, he implied, their colonial government corresponded maore to

66 smith MAIV.vii.c.103) pp 637-8.
67 smith MMIV.viic) p 637,

68 Smith m1V.vii.c.103) p 638.

69 Smith #A1V.vii.c.63) p 613

70 The image of mercantilist colonial government as ‘shopkeepers’ can also be found in
Ricarde's Fr7mcipies, p 231,
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Smith's metaphorical 'shopkeeper:

The doctrine that a colony should always be considered a distant
province of the mother country, has been foreign to the political
creed of the Dutch..they must have contemplated the prosperity
of the eastern tribes with the invidious regret of a rival
shopkeeper, and regarded their progress in civilization with the

jealousy of a timid despot.?!

Here, Raffles compounds Smith's slur on mercantite Company governments
- that they are no better than petty shopkeepers - with another insutt: that
the Dutch colonial government is scared of the civilizational progress that
increased material wealth would bring to 'the eastern tribes’. Like an
oriental despot {and a "'timid’ one at that) it is "jealous’ - not understanding
that general prosperity can be shared by all, itself included.

Smith was a fierce critic of the English East india Company.
However, as we have just seen, one of the Company’s own employees,
Raffles, like many other commentators on Southeast Asia, used ideas
derived from or very similar to his, in their accounts. We will now Took in
detail at how two of the most powerful (at least in Southeast Asia)
Company ‘'employees’, Raffles and Crawfurd, cited Smith directly in their
Histarias We will look at their direct citations of Smith, now that we
have looked at Smith himself, especially his ideas on international trade.
For it was international trade, especially its ‘perversion’ in mercantilism,

71Raffles Aistary(l, p 232). Here the ‘eastern tribes’ refers to the 'different rajahs of the
Eastern Archipelage’ In comments preceding this passage, Raffies had described various
‘Dutch agreements’ or treaties with these rajahs which either involved monopolies of all the
‘saleable articies producedin theirdominions' or bound "the chiefs themseives to destroy the
only saleable articles their country could furnish, 1est the monopoly price of the Dutch should
be injured by a greater quantity of such produce being brought to market’(}, p 231).



70
that came to dominate Raffles’ and Crawfurd's presentation of Smith. We

shall first consider Raffles’ Aisiary ar Jevewhich includes several lengthy
quotations from the Weelis af Meiiarsbefore going on to consider the use
Crawfurd made of him.

RAFFLES

Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles ruled Java for five and a half years
when the Nethertands were overrun by Napoleonic forces between 1811 and
1816. The English government agreed to hand back all the colonies to the
Dutch when they ousted the French. However Raffles was loath to hand back
Java. His Aistary af Jey#is, in large part, a polemic against Dutch rule.
Although Raffles wrote the Aisfary ar Jsvsafter the island had been
irrevocably handed back to the Dutch, it often seems in his Ais/arg/that he
cannot bring himself to fully accept the toss. Like a person who still
speaks about someone who has recently died in the present tense, Raffles
seems to employ textual strategies in his A/stary a7 4sveto solicit English
interest and intervention in the island, even though it is too late.

His descriptions of the Javanese people promote them as the
eminently ‘'economic’ individuals who couid have made their island
prosperous and by extension, England prosperous, if ohly they could have
remained under the light hand of an English liberal government. Raffies,
like Smith, believed that given liberty, people would naturally progress up
the economic and civilizational scale. In his A7siary of isyeRaffles makes
it clear that the Dutch, by their illiberal rule of the East Indies, had
interfered with, checked, changed in its character and reduced’ the natural
commerce of the ‘eastern seas’ because of the ‘rapacity’ and ‘avarice’ of 'a

mercantite administration’ .72 He described the '31 articies of restriction’

7ZRaffles History |, p 192.
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by which the Dutch enforced their monopoly as 'serving to shackle every

movement of commerce, and to extinguish every spirit of enterprise for
the narrow selfish purposes of what may be called the fanaticism of

gain'.73 He is sure the Dutch ruined whatever it was that preceded them.74
The Javanese as Dutch colonial subjects have not been allowed to follow
their ‘natural’ course of development.

Raffles quoted Adam Smith three times in his Arsiary o7 J&va He
first quoted Smith to illustrate similarities Java shared with Great
Britain. After likening the smoothness of the Southeast Asian seas to the
Mediterranean and alluding to the fertile Javanese soil which contributed
to 'the high degree of civilization and of advancement in the arts, which...
it once attained’, Raffles uses Smith to push home his point that both Java

and Great Britain share the same geographical propensity to commerce:

In short, to adopt the expressions of Adam Smith, when speaking
of a very different country*, Java, ‘on account of the natural
fertility of its soil, of the great extent of its sea-coast in
proportion to the whole of the country, and of the number of
navigabie rivers, affording the convenience of water carriage to
its most inland parts, is conveniently fitted by nature to be the
seat of the foreign commerce, of manufactures for sale to the
neighbouring countries and of all the improvements which these

can occasion.’?3

*Great Britain

73 |bid I, p219.
74 ibid t, p 193.
75 Ibid i, p 190. The original passage is in Smith #d¥(111.iv.20) p 424.
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A couple of pages later, Raffles again quotes Smith to describe the

geographical disposition of Java to trade. This time it is not the Tocal
amenities of Java that predispose it to a thriving commercial destiny but
its main port’s location at the hub of international trading routes. He
quotes Smith's explanation for why the Dutch chose the Javanese city of
Batavia (Jakarta) to be the capital of their colonial empire. According to
Smith {as quoted by Raffles) they chose Batavia because it '1ies upon the
most frequented road from Hindustan to China and Japan ... the ships, too,
that sail between Europe and China touch at Batavia and it is..the centre
and principal mart of what is called the country trade of the East-
Indies...".76

In considering these initial quotations from Adam Smith by Raffles,
it is important to remember that Smith had never been to Southeast Asia
(or anywhere outside of Europe). However Raffles obviously felt that
quoting the Scottish philosopher strengthened his argument. Raffles uses
Smith here in the same way that some people guote scripture. By the
second decade of the 1800s Smith had become for many an infallible
source of wisdom. Like holy scripture, the hes/i# af Veiianswas read as a
guide to right action.?? Smith’s reasons for England’'s geographical

propensity to commerce are reasons which, in Raffles’ mind, also hold for

76Rafflas Astary |, p 192. The original quote is in Smith HW(I1V.vii.c.100) p 635.

77 Ag Robert Southey complained in his article 'On the State of the Poor' in 1812 ‘Adam
Smith's book is the codeor confession of faith of this [manufacturingl system; a tedious and
hard~hearted book, greatly over-valued..’ Quoted in Donald Winch Fiches and Feverty: &7
Intellac el Mistory af Faliticsl Ecomamiy n 8718k 1750~ 185y (Cambridge: Cambridge
Untversity Press, 1996) p 323. For more formal links between theology and political
economy, see A.MC. wWaterman ‘The ldeological Alliance of Political Economy and Christian
Theology, 1796-1833" Jowns/ arécclasrastical Aistaryvol 34, no 2, April 1983 in which he
argues ‘Christian political economistsengaged in‘converting the natural andnecessary
efficiency of Smith’'s system intoan 'ideology’ which was to ‘dominate popular, if not
intellectual thinking until the end of the nineteenth century (pp 231-2, p 243). See also A.L.
Macfie 7he indrvigusl in Sociely Fapars an Adam Smiitf(London: Allen and Unwin, 1967) p
134,
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Java. The favoured location of Batavia strengthens the links between

economic and geographical determinism. To persuade his British audience
Raffles feels he must quote the man who has shown England its economic
e/ns The point of the comparison is clear: both Java and England share &
common commercial destiny. Both are fitted to become commercial
emporia of their respective regions and both can be the centres of large
trading empires.

‘when Raffles next quotes Smith he is again using the Scot’s second-
hand opinion of Southeast Asia to bolster what he must know better
himself. To his statement that 'the commercial policy adopted by the Dutch
with regard to the Eastern Islands and the Malay states in general was
contrary to all principles of natural justice' Raffles appends a foot note in
which the observations of Adam Smith on the Dutch destruction of nutmeg
and clove trees and the depopulation of the Spice Isiands are quoted at
Tength. Smith’s concluding words on how the Dutch have reduced the
Moluccan population 'to the number which is sufficient to supply with
fresh provisions... their own insignificant garrisons and such of their ships
as occasionally come there for a cargo of spices’ are added to by Raffles.
Treating this bit of the Mes/ih oF NVeiiansas a historical primary source,
Raffles brings it up to date:

Had Dr Smith written at the present day, he might have heightened
the picture by observing that so far from even being capable to
supply the garrisons, these islands have long being considered
incapable of raising sufficient supplies for their own subsistence....

‘We see here that Raffles only quotes Smith’s criticism of the Dutch
mercantile company. Smith’s many criticisms of the English company are



74
not quoted. indeed Rafflies concludes his amendments to this guotation

from Smith in a way which subtly contrasts the prosperity under English
East India Company rule with its absence under the Dutch company: ‘they
have for many years depended almost entirely on Java for rice..and latterly

supplies have been sent to them from Bengatl'.78

The criticisms Smith made of the English East India Company are
reserved exclusively for the Dutch government of Javs. This is also the
case where Raffles evokes the spirit of Smith rather than directly quoting
him. tn his introduction, Raffles’ words have Smithian overtones when he
retells the history of the VYOC in Southeast Asia. Raffles relates how in the
mid-1700s, unable to compete with the English in ‘continental india’, the
Dutch Company consolidated its territories in Southeast Asia. He
comments that the ‘original situation of the Company as a mere mercantile
body, locking out for trade and not dominion, had underrgone a material
alteration by the acquisition it had made from the middie of the last
century of consideirable territorial possessions, especially on the island of
Java’. The Dutch Company acquired ‘the exclusive trade, and at the same
time the uncontrolled sovereignty over the same country’. Raffles saus in a
tone reminiscent of Smith that the 'rights of sovereignty’ which the Dutch
Company acquired, 'were...considered at the time, merely as of increasing
its mercantile profits and all its territorial rights were looked upon as
subservient to its mercantile system’. This hypocritical reproof (following
as it does a brief allusion to the English Company’s territorial conquests in
India) exemplifies Raffles’ selective use of Smith’s criticisms of
mercantilist companies. Smith’s censure of the English East india Company
is erased and the Dutch Company comes to represent all that is wrong with
mercantile companies which are territorial sovereigns. In Raffies anly the

78 Raffles Arstorif|, pp 229-230.
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Dutch East India Company, the Yereenigde Oostandische Compagnie (Y0OC),

suffers from the conflict of interest which is merchant-sovereign’s lot.

Raffles differs from Smith in not criticising the English Company but
his biggest difference from Smith is that he asks for smaregovernment
regulation of inter-country trade, rather than less. Within the archipelago,
Raffles wants a regulated, ‘settled traffic rather than the free-for-all it
has become with privete traders. Private European traders, particularly
‘British traders’ he says have armed pirates 'by the supply of arms and
ammunition’ and private European traders support natives who wished to
‘throvw off their allegiance’ to legitimate local rulers.?S Raffles here is
falting back on one of the last remaining arguments still used in the second
decade of the nineteenth century to defend the English East India
Company's monopoly: the idea of private traders as 'adventurers’ who,
ignorantiy meddling in the affairs of the countries or people with which
they are dealing, offend them and thus bring English commerce into
disrepute.8¢

Raffles also calls for controls on the Chinese due to their
‘monopolising spirit’ 8!, and also the 'Arab’ traders especially the
‘numerous adventurers who carry on a coasting trade from port to port .
These, he accuses of being frequently involved in ‘piracies’ and 'the slave

79 Raffles Histaryl, pp 222-223.

8C See Eric Stokes 7we Engiishiltiiiterians ang/ndie (Oxford University Press: London,
1959)p 35. For an example of the continued use of the argument see John Barrow (permanent
Under Secretary of the Admiralty) who said in his 1806 book Vayage ta Cachinghing | am
decidedly of the opinion that the trade to China and Cochinchina ought never to be thrown open
toindividual merchants. . The temptations indeed of targe profits which commerce sometimes
presentsaredifficult to beresisted; and whenindividual interest comes incompetition with
the public service, the latter is very apt to give way to the former... However honourable &
merchant may be in his dealings, he cannot be responsibie for the good conduct of @ whole
ship’s company; nor, with the cargo which he transfers to the management of another, can he
transfer at the came time character and principle’ (pp 345-346).

81 Rafries A/siary |, p 225.
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trade’.82 The problems brought about by an 'unregulated’ private Eurcpean,

Arab and Chinese trade in the region, for Raffles, 'illustrate the necessity
of establishing an equal and uniform system of port regulations throughout
the whole of the Malayan countries’.B3

Raffles does not explicitly state who he thinks will establish and
enforce these regulations throughout the region. He draws the attention of
‘the governing power'84 to these problems and calls on 'the supreme
European authority to interfere’ in the 'commercial regulations of the
different ports’ and abolish the 'trading monopaly, which in most of the
Malayan ports is actually assumed by the chiefs'.85 By the time he is
wiiting this can only mean the Dutch who have regained control of Java and
most of the Archipelago. But Raffles asserts Dutch 'influence in the east’
has not recovered from its 'reduction’ during the Napoleonic Wars and,
furthermore, their conduct has been ‘contrary to the principies of natural
justice and unworthy of any enlightened and civilized nation'.86

It seems Raffles wishes the British to control the trade of the
archipelago. Only the British have the strength and the economic
enlightenment to enforce ‘regulated trade’ throughout the Archipelago. Only
Britain could be strong enough to prevent piracy 'by rendering under a
system of acknowledged ports, every chieftain answerable for his own
territory’.87 He attributes officiat British apathy towards an extension of
influence throughout the Archipelago to the sort of ignorance his A7siaryis
remedying: 'the indifference of the British government must have

B2 |pid |, p 228.
83 |bid |, p 228.
84 |pid 1, p 230.
83 |pid 1, p 235.
86 |bid 1, p 229.
87 1bid I, p 233.
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eriginated soiely in the the want of information or want or knowledge'. He

advacates a British post on Borneo from which they might send out ships
(and officials) to control the rest of the archipelago. He makes it clear
that the Dutch have tittle claim on Borneo and emphasises the riches of

that island.88

All this occurred in a chapter where Raffies used Smith twice: once
to recommend Java as geographically suited to become like England, the
centre of trade, and secondly to illustrate Dutch rapacity. Raffles could
guote Smith, like scripture, to suit his purpose. He narrowed down Smith's
arguments against #//joint-stock companies who combined trade and
sovergignty, so they applied only to the Dutch. He also used Smith in the
hope of convincing the English East India Company that they were capable
of colonizing Southeast Asia under the Tiberal principles espoused in the
Wwesitf ar VetiansB9 He quotes Smith to show that Java and England share a
similar propensity to commerce - a propensity thwarted by the Dutch. He
seems to suggest that the British enable Java (and the region's) economic
f&/asby regulating trade throughout the archipelago. Raffles’ book is full

88 |bid I, p231, pp 2368-9, pp 240-241.

89 Raffies later confessed that, while he had initially wanted to convince the East India
Company's officials inBengal of the suitability of his schemes for Southeast Asia,
disenchantment set inafter the signing of the Anglo-Dutch treaty of 1824 Shortly after
1824, he wrote to g friend explaining his ideas of previous years: My notion was to place all
our stations tothe eastwardon the footing of commercial ports, and immediately dependent
on the Supreme Govermment of India... Our recent treaty with the Dutch, whereby we have
shut oursetves out of Sumatra and from the countries south of the Straits of Singapore...|
confess when |reflect..onthe littleinterest which the Bengal governmentisinclined to take
in the local concerns of the place, that | amless tenacious of my former position than [ once
was, and that if adue and permanent provision could be made for the independence of
Singapore as a free port, and for its Municipal requlations as a free town, there might be
some advantages in connecting it withPinang.' Charles Burton Buckley .z daecdinlisal History
oy {0 THRes 17 Singanrere 1ramy the Faundslios of the Satilament Linger e Honaursile Fast
RGTE COMPEy 0 FEISI T /819 1a 1he Trensiar [a lhe £aiomi s/ Or7ice 85 Fart of the
Colanisl Fossassions arf the Crawn an Aprrl /st 7857(Singapore: Fraser and Neave, 1902)
Reprinted Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1965)p 190.
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of recommendations not only on how Java should be run, but shipping

throughout the entire Archipelago. Raffles seems to be recommending the
English East India Company purvey the liberties Smith espoused. This is
particularly so in the case of free trade. Raffles extols the new economic
ideals heralded by the hes/?s a7 Mstianswith his repeated invocations of
‘free trade’ in his A7stary of Jevs9° But his depiction of a "liberal’ English
East India Company compared to its 'mercantilist’ Dutch counterpart and
his request for more regulation of the region rather than less, indicates
that in many ways his was a superficial reading of Smith. Rafftes does naot
want to see that the general definition of ‘'mercantilism’ applies to the
Engtish joint-stock companies as well as the Dutch.

CRAWFURD

Crawfurd, on the other hand, was immersed in political economy,
Indeed there is much to suggest that Crawfurd saw himself as an
ecohomist. While Crawfurd's achievements as part of Raffles’
administration of Java, and as second resident of Singapore as well as his
trade missions to Ava (Burma), Siam (Thailand) and Cochinchina {Vietnam)
are well-known within Southeast Asian history circles, his career after he
left Southeast Asia is less commonly known. Many of his activities and
pursuits back home in Britain had an 'economic’ flavour. Soon after his
return, Crawfurd became the paid parliamentary agent of the ‘merchants
and other inhabitants of Calcutta and Bengal’, at a time when economic

90Freedom af trade or commerce is referred to directly numerous times in Raffles Arsiory
and indirectiy(for example its absence under the Dutch) innumerable times. Fordirect
references see Raffles Aisfary |, p kxviii, p xuxii, p xxxviii, p x1ii, p 34, p 74, p 130, p
155, p 193 and p 216.
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theory was being espoused on both sides of Parliament.®! He also

represented the economic interests of the Straits Settlements merchants
before various Parliamentary Committees as well as being involved in
coalitions of 'free traders’ such as the Manchester Chamber of

Commerce.92

He ran unsuccessfully for partiament four times in the 1830s as an
‘advanced radical’ .92 The philosophic radicals were a group of economists
who were active in early nineteenth-century British parliament. Led in
parliament by David Ricardo, John and James Mill and inspired by Jeremy
Bentham, they called themselves ‘Benthamites’ and employed utilitarian
arguments, although many of their causes and arguments also rested on
related, Ricardian, economic theories. They were, as might be expected,
very active in the debates over corn laws. As Crawfurd did not get into
parliament it is difficult to know just how closely he was alighed with
this group. Crawfurd does, however, seem to have struck up a friendship
with one of Ricardo’'s most ardent popularisers, the minor economist and
the faintwgh Keyiew's leading economic reviewer between 1817 and 1837,
John Ramsay McCulloch. In the lead-up to the Parliamentary review of the
East india Company's charter in 1831, an f&ininngh Feyienarticle "written
by McCulloch from facts supplied by Crawfurd’ on free trade was printed

91 For details of Crawfurd's employment and salary by the Calcutta merchants see /inuies of
Evidence of Lhe Select Commitiea o tha Arreirs af tha £ast ingis Compsny, British
Parliamentary Sessional Papers, House of Commons, 1830, vol vi, p 342 (hereafter P.P).
See also P.P, 1830, vol v, p 285.

92 Michael Greenberg Fr7tish Trage snd the (pening of £yine (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969) pp 183-5.

93 Stephen, L. and S. Lee, 7he ¥ations! Dictionsry af Sagrapiy{London:0xford University
Press 1973) p 60. Buckley says that he was candidate "as the representative of Glasgow, his
principal reasons for obtaining support beinghis warm advocacy for the commercial interests
of England upon matters connected with India..’ (p 141}
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and circulated as a pamphlet.®4 McCulloch's letter to Crawfurd regarding

how this pamphlet should be publicised (in the 'Manchester, Liverpool and
Glasgow papers’) begins 'My Dear John' which indicates some degree of
familiarity and probably friendship.®5 Crawfurd was a regular contributor
to the Egimtnwghr Keview:, an 'organ of Ricardian orthodoxy’ during the time
McCulloch was its economic editor.96 He alsa published in that other well-
known forum for radical ideas, 74e hesiminsiar Keviewns7

Crawfurd regularly appeared before parliamentary committees
investigating the ‘trade to the East’ as an expert in both the East and
economics.98 He was a founding member of the British India Society, along

with Lord Brougham 'a leading Liberal politician’ and political economist

94 Greenbery Aritish Trave snd the Opening of CHing p 184. As we shall see in the third
chapter of this thesis, McCulloch a1so made extensive use of 'facts suppiied by Crawfurd' in
his 1832 Dictiaery Frocticsl, Thearalics? sndHistorical af Commercea snd Campwercisl
ANeyvigetitnm.

93 McCulloch to Crawfurd {London, n.d.) The Houghton Library, Harvard University, bMS Am
1631 (268).

96 Barnard Semme! Fhefise af Free Trade imparislism p 44,

97 James Milt and his son John Stuart Mill ‘helped 1o establish the AcastminstarFaviawas the
the organ of Benthamism and as a rival of the fainkurghKavien in 1824 because they thought
the Fainfwyghwas 'the organ of the Whig aristocracy’. [David Martin Jess Stusre A7 snd the
1 &g Guestion(HUll: University of Hull Publications, 1981) p 7). Crawfurd in his later life
seems to have switched, as reqular contributor from the £ainturgh Ravian to the
westminsterFevienbecause of these journals' changing stances on 'systematic colonization'.
According to Semmel, "After Bentham diedin 1832 there was a split among the philosophic
Radicals between Bowring and Perranet Thompson, on the ane hand, and James and John
Stuart Mill, George Grote, Molesworth, and Buller on the other and one of the grounds of
division was ‘'systematic colonization'. During the period {1820~ 1836) when Bowring and
Thompson controlled the frastminsierfevien; that journal was vociferous indenouncing
wakefield's ideas...” and he gives as an example of this, Crawfurd's articles in the ‘New South
Australiancolonies’. Bernard Semmel 'The Philosophic Radicals and Colonialism’' 7As Jdewrnsl
af Feanamie Mistaryvol KX, no 4, December, 1961, p 519,

98 For examples of Crawfurd being called as an expert witness on economic matters in the
East, see Mimutes ar Fvidance af the Selant Cannnillag ar the Si7eire of 1hafes? inois
Lompaniy, PP, 1820, pp 15-20; P.P. 1830, vol v, p 285 and vol vi, p 342; P.P. 1832, vo!
12, p 58 and pp 92-100; P.P. 1847-8, vol ix, p 358
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who described himself as the "Apostie of Free Trade' 99 Crawfurd became

one of the first presidents of the Ethnographical society from {at least)
1861 until 1863 and wrote articles on the way race impinged on economic
progress.!00 In the final year of his life {(1868) he was elecied president of
the Straits Settiements Association which was formed to put ‘political
pressure on the Colonial Office’ regarding trade matters.101 Towards the
end of his Tong life he also engaged in furious debate with the ‘Colonial
Reformers’. He saw their schemes for assisted emigration as interfering
with market forces. Labour would naturally flow to where it was needed,
he argued, without government intervention. One of the most significant
gconomic texts of the colonial reformer, Robert Torrens, is addressed to
Crawfurd. The first half of Torren's La/anizetion af Sauth Ausirglisis a
two hundred and twenty-six page refutation of Crawfurd’s criticism of
systematic colonization which had appeared as an article in the
fasiminsiar Keyignw102 We will look at Crawfurd's economic ideas and
activities in more detail in later chapters. For the time being we shall
restrict ourselves to Crawfurd's use of Adam Smith in one of his earliest
and most famous and influential publications, the Aistory af ihe /ngisn

99 Brougham was one of the founding economist-editors of the Faimturgh Feview In his only
bock on political economy - 7he Colanial Falicy af Furopasn Metiars(1803) - he advocated
both free trade and colonialism {Semmel Frae 7rade imperiaifsm pp 71-72). As the following
pages will show, Crawfurd maintained a similar stance advocatingboth free trade and
colonialism. For a (scathing) critigue of the ‘manifesto’ [sicl whichCrawfurd wrote for the
British India Society see the Revenue System of British India’ The fginfnwghRavian,
October 1839-Jan 1840, vol LXX, no CLXI!, pp 381-426 .

100 See for example his articles in Fransactions of the £Linalagicsl Seciely of t anpdag vol |
‘Conditions which Favour, Retard, or Obstruct the early Civilization of Man' (1861) and 'On
the Classification of the Races of Man' {1861).

101 C N. Parkinson Britisk intarvantion in Mslays /867-1@77(Singapore: University of
Malaya Press, 1962) p 20.

102 Robert Torrens foianizstionor SawthAustralis{Londan: 1835) pp ¥ -226; John Crawfurd
‘Mew Sauth Australian Colony’ 7hea destminstar Keyierwno XL, October, 1834, vol XXi, pp
441- 476.
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Arelinalegn

Crawfurd’'s Arsiary written just after he had helped Raffles
administer Java, but before he governed Singapore, gives only two direct
quotations from the Nes/ts af Astiens but evokes it indirectly far more
often than Raffles’ Arsfarz, especially in its criticism of mercantilist
practices. In his Aistary arf the ndiss AroirpelsgoCrawfurd also follows
Smith far more closely in his criticism of joint-stock companies. Unlike
Faffles, he takes the logical step of criticising his employer, the East
India Company along Smithian lines.

Crawfurd’s first full guotation taken from Smith shows how he does
not simply notice similarities between Smith’s description of England and
his own observations of Java. Nor does he unthinkingly cite Smith as an
guthority, to persuade his English audience. Although he too employs Smith
to argue his case, he also engages with Smith in a more analytical way. For
this reason, Crawfurd’s guotations of Smith are far more complex than
their equivalent in Raffles. For example, Crawfurd describes how the
‘Sovereigh of Java' extracts one half to one third of a peasant’s produce.
This tax is then ‘expended on revenue’. That is, it is not reinvested as
capital but used to pay for the ‘unproductive’ machinery of the state, its
‘court, its officers and its agents’. From this Crawfurd proceeds to argue
that

If, according to Adam Smith, the opulence or poverty of a nation
‘depends very much, in every country, upon the proportion betyeen
that part of the annual produce which, as soon as it comes either
from the ground or from the hands of the productive labourers is
destined for reproducing a capital, and that which is destined for
constituting a revenue, either as rent or profit’ Jave and every
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other country of the Archipelago are really poor countries and

must, in spite of a soil the most eminently gifted, always continue
cn while a 1and tax founded on the native principle..is persevered
ip. 103

Here, Crawfurd quotes Smith to show that under a ‘native’ tax regime the
surplus produced by labour is not reinvested as capital but rather is
frittered away as revenue. He also seems to have in mind another maxim of
Smith's that the ‘retinue of a grandee in China or Indostan ..is... much more

numerous and splendid than that of the richest subjects in Europe’.104 This
may have been vhat Crawfurd had in mind when he complained that
Javanese sultans spend the revenue they raise on their ‘court’ and its
‘agents’. But above all, Crawfurd seems to be using Smith to implicitly
criticise the indirect rule and land tenure schemes Raffles had introduced
into Jaya.105 The land-tenure system propped up a native 'unproductive’
class which, in Crawfurd’s eyes, was a waste of money. It is the
reinvestment of the surptus as ‘improving’ capital that leads to a
progressive society. He has it on good authority, the authority of Smith,
that Asian 'grandees’ were more profligate than their European
counterparts. Furthermore, Smith also showed that too much revenue going
to government either signifies or can lead to the poverty of nations rather
than their wealth.

Crawfurd was a universalist with a strong particularist bent. The
potential for the four great economic stages to combine with the universal
propensities of humanity, while allowing for and explaining their

103 Crawfurd Aisiory |, p 63.
104 5mith #v(l.xi.g.28) p 223.

105 we shall congider the land tenure system Raffles introduced to Java and Crawfurd's
criticisms of it in more detail in the 1ast chapter.
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differences in a hierarchical and often judgmental fashion, was fully

realised in Crawfurd. His second quotation from Smith picks up a theme in
the Weaitt af Netianswhich is not very often commented on in the
literature on Smith. This is the theme of racial or cultural determinism. As
we have seen, Smith in his efforts to over-turn the determinism of birth,
was usually at pains to point out that it is ‘nurture’ or life’s experiences
(particularly one’s job) which determines a person’s demeanour rather than
‘nature’. However there are a couple of times when Smith (who like
everybody else was a product of his times) assumes that the blood-lines of
certain peoples determine their destinies. Crawfurd picks up on one of
these lapses into racial determinism by Smith when he 18 discussing the
impact of Europeans on Southeast Asian history. After describing the
inadvertent discovery of the Americas and India while searching for a
route to the Spice Islands {in a way that is very reminiscent of Smith’s
potted history of the same events) Crawfurd deciares that "whatever is
ennobling or bears the marks of genius and enterprise in the civilization of
the Asiatic nations may be fairly traced to the European race’. He foothotes
this statement with the following quotation from Smith:

‘In what way therefore’ says Smith "has the policy of Europe
contributed either to the first establishment or to the present
grandeur of America? |n one way and in one way only, it has
contributed a good deal. Magns Yirum Metart I has bred and formed
the men who were capable of achieving such great actions and of
laying the foundations of so great an empire and there is no other
quarter of the world of which the policy is capable of forming, or
has ever actually formed, such men. The colonies owe to the policy
of Europe the education and great views of their active and
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enterprising founders; and some of the greatest and most

important of them, so far as cohcerns their internal government

owe to it scarce any thing else’. 106

This footnote is left unadorned. No further comment is added. The ‘policy’
which Smith refers to here is the policy of freely colonizing the new world
with immigrants from Europe.

It is likely that Crawfurd’s reader having got this far - the third
volume of his A7siary/~ would have picked up on @ few of Crawfurd’s more
persistent themes related to this quotation of Smith. The first was that
Crawfurd was an ardent advocate of the free colonization of Southeast
Asia by Europeans.!97 The second was that he liked to compare Southeast
Asia to America. Crawfurd declared Southeast Asia to be another ‘new
world like America but it is even ‘richer and more interesting than
America’.198 The above guotation brings these two themes together, while
leaning on, as in Raffles, the persuasive guthority of Smith. If free
colonization by Europeans had ‘bred and farmed the men’ now establishing
an American ‘empire’, then free European colonization in Southeast Asia

106 Crawfurd Afstarylll, p 205.

107 Raffles also advocated European colonization in Southeast Asia, although not as
inststently or consistently as Crawfurd. According to Bastin, Raffles favoured Eurcpean
colonizationat Bencoolen. In 1821 he wrote to the Directors that ‘The Districts dependent
upon Bencoolen are capable of maintainingasiargea populationof Europeans and employing as
great a capital as Jamaica and the country and people would benefit by such an sccession of
enterprise and wealth’. Bastin admits 'However these ideas were never carefully worked out,
and from 1817 he can be better regarded as accepting the traditional policy of establishing
commercial outposts designed for trade and not for settlement. This is made all the clearer
when his ideason colonization are contrasted with those of John Crawfurd..' John Bastin,
‘Sir Stamford Raffles and John Crawfurd's |deas of Colonizing the Malay Archipelago’ waur7ss
ar’ the Malaysien Branch of the Rays] Asistic Saciety [hereafter JMEAd 4 vol 26:1,1933, pp
83-84.

108 crawfurd Arsiary |, pp212-213.



86
could form 'the foundations of [another] great Empire’.109 As in Raffles,

Smith is here used again to suggest an economic destiny; however this
time it is made dependent on racial or cultural factors rather than
geographical ones.

Crawfurd in many ways adheres much more closely to Smith than
Raffles. Like Smith he distinguishes between the mercantilist European
colonization which took place in America and the mercantilist rule of
foreigners in Southeast Asia. He invites his reader to ‘contemplate the
difference which has characterised the policy pursued by European nations
in these countries and in America, which became khown 1o Europeans
nearly around the same time’. But in contrast to Smith he does not entirely
blame their subsequent fortunes on the difference between the British
government of America and the East India Company government of India.
Crawfurd's climatic and cultural determinism leads him to also blame
those countries themselves. While he admits, 'avarice was the mainspring
of their policy with respect to both countries’, it was the different states
in which they found these ‘nations’ which dictated their future progress.
The 'gold of America’ was, according to Crawfurd, 'soon exhausted’ and the
persecution of the ‘natives’ which had accompanied it 'soon ceased’ in part
because the ‘Americans had no rich commerce to persecute’. American soil
produced no rare spices which these Europeans wished to engross. Thus
‘colonization was consequently early resorted to, and conseguentiy the

108 gmith was not opposed to a British Empire in America. Indeed, Smith seems to have
envisaged some sort of Imperial Federation in which ‘white’ colonies pay tax in return for
representation in the British Parliament. He recommended ‘extending the British system of
taxation toali thedifferent provinces of the empire, inhabited by people of either Britishor
European extraction’ and 'admitting them toBritish parliament, or if you will into the states-
general of the British Empire..’ He was even prepared to predict the remova) one day of this
Imperial parliament to America if those colonies grew larger than the mother country. MoV
(V.viti. 77) p 939; (V.111.92) p 946,
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prosperity of America has been comparatively great and progressive’.110

Crawfurd contrasts this to the 'Indian Islands’ which "were found to
have an industrious and commercial poputation, and abounded in highly
prized commodities peculiar to themselves’. Soon the ‘attainment of these
commodities by violent means..became naturally the object of the
Eurcpean adventurers of &ll nations’. Furthermore this policy of obtaining
produce by coercion has continued down to the present day: ‘a systematic
injustice which has, in every period of European connection, generated &
train of evils and misfortune to the native inhabitants, of which no other
portion of mankind has been so 1ong the victim'.111

In part, Crawfurd sees the 'evils’ of mercantilism as stemming from
the fact that it is, in his opinion, 8 remnant of an earlier economic stage.
Crawfurd seems to have refined Smith’s four great stages and divided up
the fourth and last commercial stage into two: an early mercantite stage
‘before trade had had time to produce its legitimate effects, humanity and
civilization', and & later more civilized, freer commercial stage. It is the
‘Indies’ misfortune that they 'were discovered at the first dawn of
commercial enterprise when mercantile cupidity had just awakened... at a
moment when religious bigotry was at its height - when manners were
rude and ferocious...’.'12 Crawfurd evokes Smith in his condemnation of
bath Asian and European mercantilism.

For Crawfurd some Asian countries are still stuck at this first,
'semi-barbarous’ part of the commercial stage. He sees contemporary China
as guilty of the same mistakes which Europe made in the past, and is still
making in some quarters; that of ‘interference and over governing’ in

110 Crawfurd #rstail, pp 392-3.
117 jbid 11, pp 392-3.
N2pig 11, pp 394-5.
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‘foreign commerce’. Similarities between China and Europe abound: 'in China

we discover all the errors and absurdities of the mercantile system of
political economy, the ridicule of the present generation, though the boast
of the our predecessors’. The government of China, Crawfurd believes,
'carry the principle of the mercantile system to an extremse’. Like ‘European
politicians of the early part of the last century’ they ‘believe that money is
wealth; and they are particularly prepossessad in favour of that foreign
trade, which appears to bring in the largest share of it; and they prohibit

its exportation’.113

Crawfurd however thinks Europeans should know better. The only
time Crawfurd seems to {(almost) forgive European mercantilism is when it
occurred in the past. Rapacious joint-stock companies are understandabie
in the context of more primitive, barbaric economic times. He explains the
formation of Dutch monopolistic companies as & part of an earlier stage in
the history of commerce. He relates how in the late 1500s the Dutch sent
several 'private ships to India... down to the year 1602 when the parties
conducting these enterprises united to the formation a joint stock
compeny. Crawfurd is willing to concede that this might be appropriate to
the rudimentary stage their commercial society was then at: "The
restricted income of a republican government and, at the same time, the
necessity of combining for security against the hostility of Spain,
naturally gave rise to this measure, one probably indispensablie in that
early and rude period of commerce and government..” However he is
scathing about the continued use of joint stock companies by ‘the Dutch
and all other European nations’ which "has since, by its example, had so

113 |bid 111 pp 170-1. There are however limits to the similarities between European and
Chinese mercantilism. Crawfurd sees the Chinese ‘security merchants’ - the intermediaries
who trade on behalf of the Chinese government in retum for a impost on exports and imports
- as ‘completely different from..our joint stock companies...though they have absurdly
enough been compared’ (Ibid 11, p 170).
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pernicious an influence upon the commercial history of the East’.114 While

he understands why such Companies may have first formed, he cannot
tolerate their continued use by ‘enlightened’ Europeans.

Like Smith, Crawfurd laments that joint stock companies combine
‘at once in the character of traders and sovereigns... It is this
‘combination so unnatural’ which ‘excite[s] the distrust of nations’ ending’
in the expulsion of the monopolists or the restriction of their trade,
wherever they have not been able to maintain themseives by the power of
the sword..".'15S Crawfurd is also Tike Smith in seeing mercantile
companies as not only harmful to the countries they monopoliise and
control but also harmful to the mother-country and the companies
themselves. The self-defeating nature of mercantilist monopolies is one of
his most oft-repested points. Speaking of the 1600s he says that 'As the
Dutch had the most power’ of all the European powers then in the
archipetago, 'they pursued the phantom of commercial monhopoly in regard
to the native states to the greatest lengths and became, of course, the
most signal victims of the delusion’.!1® The delusion he speaks of is that of
expecting to make profits while ignoring the universality of self-interest.
Again, while Crawfurd seems to slmost excuse this error in the early
stages of commercial society, he cannot accept its continued existence:

It cannot be supposed that the delusion of expecting profit to the
trading companies, by restricting the commerce of the natives and

114 Crawfurd Arsiory il p 413.

115 Crawfurd goes on to cite the recent arrival of American free traders as proof that free
trade to the Archipelago can work. He sees them as opening up & new era in Southeast Asian
history: The first appearance of an Anglo-American trader in the ports of India in the year
178415 the true era of the commencement of fair andlegitimate commerce between india and
the civilized nations of the west' Arsiarwlll, p 252

116 4bid [11, p 233.
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destroying the incentives to industry, the sure methods of ruining

all commerce, belonged only to the earliest and rudest periods of
the European connection with the Indian isiands. The principle at
least has actuated the conduct of the Companies and their

servants without interruption down to the latest times. 117

Here Crawfurd is talking about all European companies. He is as
scathing about the £ug/is#East India Company as he is about the Dutch. He
dates ‘the ruin of free trade’ from the union of the old and new English East
India Companies in 1702. He calls it 'the triumph of monopoly principles
and of course the cessation, as far as Great Britain was concerned of all
usefut trade - a blank of 112 years'.'t8 Like the Dutch Company, the English
East india Company is a self-made victim of the ‘delusion’ of profitable
monopolies. Unlike Raffies, Crawfurd roundly condemns all joint-stock
companies, ‘our East India Companies’, English as well as the Dutch.!19
When he lists places in the Indies 'ruined’ by ‘European connections’, he
includes Balambangan from which the English were expelled in 1775.120
This example plus numerous others - admittedly mainly Dutch - he feels
‘are quite sufficient to prove the utter inutility in a commerciat point of
view, and the certain mischief in every other, of atl establishments formed
on the ruinous and illiberal principles hitherto acted upon by the European
nations’. Indeed so at odds with the interests of a European nation or

117 |pidilt, p 289.
8tpid 11t, p 249.

119 |bid )1, p 247.This lumping together of European Companies does not mean Crawfurd
believed there was any cooperation between them. Due to ‘the contemptibie spirit of
commercial jealousy which theydisplayed towards each other’ the English traduced the
Dutch, - the Dutch the English; and both vilified the Spaniards and Portuguese.. {ibid 111, pp
221-2).

120 1bid 111, p 240.
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company does Crawfurd make mercantilism appear, these repeated

disasters threaten the supposedly ubiquitous nature of self-interest:

When the failure of every new attempt, one after another, afforded
fresh proof of the absurdity and injustice on which they were
formed, the wonder is how, in a long period of 200 years, they

should still continue to be persevered in.121

If anything, the British have even less justification than the Duich
for the continued pursuit of monopoly since it was they wha first
discovered the 'truth’ of palitical economy. When, for example, Crawfurd
likens the 'delusion respecting the value of spices’ to "that which has
prevailed respecting gold’, he finds it ‘natural’ that such an 'erroneous
agpinion should be entertained in the 13th and 16th centuries’. However he
finds it ‘'strange’ that spices should stili continue to be thought of as
‘intrinsically valuable in themselves’; and that this ‘chimera should
continue to haunt the imaginations of the politicians of the present age’
especially in Britain, ‘'one of the most polished nations of Europe’ and 'the
country which gave birth to the science of political economy’.122

Crawfurd adhered more closely ta Smith than Raffies on 'free trade’
as the solution to the problems caused by European mercantilism. Crawfurd
really did mean private individuals trading freely - unassisted by the East
India Company. He concludes halfway through his chapter on ‘Commerce

with European Nations'

From the statements now given, we are left to the alternative of

Y21 |hid 111, p 240.
122 1big 111, p 213.
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admitting that the Indian trade, like every other trade, can only be

conducted by separate and individual enterprise. This principie is
indeed more peculiarly appticable to the Indian trade than any

other. 123

Crawfurd explains how Adam Smith’s idea of free trade is particularly
applicable to Southeast Asia because of the vast gap that exists between
European nations and Southeast Asian ones. A "trade conducted by a joint-
stock company, with civilized and powerful nations’ may be ‘slovenly and
expensive’, but is essentially harmless. However ‘one conducted by such a
body, with [thel half civilized, timid and strange nations of Southeast Asia
is open to far more serious abuses. In complete contrast to Raffles,
Crawfurd sees trading companies, 'armed with political and arbitrary
power' as almost driven to act destructively. In contrast, the private
trader 'is compelled by necessity to accommodate his conduct to the
institutions of the people with whom he trades’ and 'acts of aggression are
neither in the nature, nor compatibie with the interests of the peaceful

pursuits of commerce...’. 124

In conclusion, this chapter looked at how British accounts of
Southeast Asia in the early nineteenth century were influenced by political
economy. They were written at a time when the popularity of the Mes/th of
ANeitianswas at its height. These accounts recognised Smith's
incontrovertible psychological traits: one was the propensity to "truck,

123 |hid 111, p 250.

124 Crawfurd Astaryill, p 251. Although Crawfurdaiso contradicted his confidence in the
naturat suitability of the private trader, calling him the "inexperienced trader of Europe’ who
would do best to dispose of his goods to the Malaysian traders through "anintermediate class
inwhom both can repose confidence’. He concluded that ‘4 colonial establishment becomes the
only means of effecting this'. lhid, p 263.
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barter and sell’ and the other was self-interest. These two combined to

give rise to the division of labour, which along with other ways of
increasing the surplus led to the progression of opulence whereby a saciety
increases not only in material welifare, but also refinement and
civilization.

‘Mercantilism’ was the term used by Smith to describe the
government-supported imbalance between nations; the anachronistic
notion that trade could only benefit ane country rather than being mutually
advantageous. Smith saw this as a continuing fault of joint-stock
companies in his day. In particular Smith condemned the practice by joint-
stock companies of combining the functions of ‘'merchant’ and ‘sovereign’
without the impetus of self-interest to do the latter function properly. The
company's interest as sovereign was not aligned with that of their
subjects. For this reason, Bengal was ‘declining’ severely under the English
East India Company's rule.

Despite Smith's criticism of the English East india Company, two of
the Company’'s employees, Raffles and Crawfurd used Smith with great
respect. They quoted him as an authority on the places they administered,
despite the fact he had never been to Southeast Asia. The term
‘mercantilism’ in its most derogatory sense was taken up with enthusiasm
by them. However Raffies selectively used Smith to boost the image of the
English East India Company as opposed to its Dutch equivalent, the YOC.
Raffles was not a thorough going Smithian in his economic views. In many
ways his devotion to Smith’s daoctirines such as ‘free trade’ was undermined
by his devotion to his employer, the English East India Company. He seems
to have used Smith to try to persuade the East India Company to regulate
the archipelago, rather than condemn them. in contrast, his subordinate

John Crawfurd, used Smith with far more theoretical dexterity, quoting
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him for example on complicated economic issues such as revenue and how

it is best spent. Crawfurd also picked up on what little racial or cultural
determinism there is in Smith. Magmusm ¥irw Metér7hails the English race
which, in Smith, will 1ead to the greatness of the American colonies and,
in Crawfurd will lead to the greatness of the East Indies, if only free,
European colonization was allowed as it had been in the American colonies.

Crawfurd found Smith's criticisms of joint-stock companies
combining the rotes of merchant and sovereign equally applicable to both
the English and the Dutch East India Companies because of the inherent
conflict between the Company's roles of merchant and government. But he
glso found the cause of the differing impact of the two types of rule in the
countries themselves. It was the uniqueness of the spices of the East
Indies, which led 1o Partuguese and Spanish adventurers and Dutch and
English companies using violence and it was the 'barbarity’ of their peoples
which meant they were virtually unopposed. Crawfurd divided up Smith’s
commercial stage into an early mercantile stage and a later more
economically rational stage. Thus he found the actions of the early
companies mare excusable than the continued use of monopolies and force
by companies in more recent times. He found their atavistic mercantilism
inexcusable in a period supposedly enlightened by the 'science’ of political
economy.

But perhaps the biggest difference between Crawfurd and Raffles lay
in Crawfurd's advocacy of 'free traders’ - private individuals - as
‘'necessarily’ more civilized and accommaodating in their trade with the
indigenous inhabitants. In this it can be seen that the system of natural
liberty evoked by Smith, could mean very different things to different
people. Goth Raffles and Crawfurd used Smith iri their accounts of
Southeast Asia but both read him in different ways and to very different
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Chapter Two

FREE TRADE

DIFFERENT MEANINGS OF 'FREE TRADE"

The first chapter gave a broad overview of Adam Smith’s ideas and
some indication of the way they were used in the writings of colonial
administrators. This chapter will concentrate on just one idea of Adam
Smith’s, that of free trade and its manifestations in the person of Raffies
and the port of Singapore. The other side to the ‘myths’ of Raffles and
Singapore shall be exposed: another side which was far removed from the
exalted ‘freedom’ which came to be so closely associated with both man
and port-city.

Free trade was the concept by which Smith was most distinguished
from his mercantilist predecessors. It was the concept used by the British
to distinguish themselves from all previous European powers in the East,
particularly the Dutch. Free trade was evoked with increasing freguency in
the nineteenth-century British Parliement. However, it was not as simple
a concept as those who most freguently used it seemed to beiieve. It could
have a number of different meanings in a number of different contexts. It
could have & number of different meanings even when used repeatedly in
the same context.

One use is apparent in the first report the 'Select Committee
Appointed to Consider of the means of Maintaining and Improving the
Foreign Trade of the Country’ presented to Parliament in 1821. The
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Committee's opening summary told Parliament the merchants of the

United Kingdom were ready to be relieved “from a variety of restricticns
which the policy of a former period imposed upon it’. There was an
element of patriotism in the summary. The Committee had concluded from
their investigations that "the skill, enterprise, and capital of British
merchants and manufacturers, require only an open field for exertion; and
.. unlimited freedom from all interference..”.’ Here the Committee is
talking about free trade as freedom from government interference. They
make it clear that they are advocating free trade because they perceive
Britain to be 1eading the world in manufactures. The abstract principles of
political economy coincided with a very knowing awareness of their
country's advantageous position. The British 1ead was such that
gaovernment intervention could only hinder it.

‘Free traders’ also use the word ‘free’ in its most mundane sense.
They wanted their trade to cost nothing, or next to nothing: it should be
subject to minimal tariffs, harbour duties and other imposts. If it could
not be conducted completely ‘free’ of charge, it should at 1east be very,
very cheap. Again, this call was made vith a very knowing consciousness
that in Southeast Asia, Britain could afford such largess while other
nations probably could not. In an extract from a letter on the subject of
Singapore dated 15 April, 1820 appended to the Committee’s report, its
author, Raffles, (although the autharship is not given) recommends making

our station free ports..for our continental possessions [India) will
enable us to do that, without considering it as a loss, which no
other nation could do, except at a dead loss, in consequence of the

! "Report from the Seiect Committee appointed to consider of the Means of Maintaining and
Improving the Foreign Trade of the Country’, &r7tish Fariiamentsry Fapérs Sessions 1820~
21; vol |, (Shannon, Ireland, Irish University Press, 1968) p 3.
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greater distance of their power; this is particulariy applicable to

the French, Russians and Americans. We can.. maintain our Eastern
stations without levying duties at them [and] improve the general
trade and consequent prosperity of out continental possessions. No
other nation could afford to maintain such stations, without levying

duties. 2

The armies of the East India Company stationed in continental India
enabled British ports in Southeast Asia to waive port dues or tariffs. The
Southeast Asian ports could forego that income because military
protection was available at relatively small expense. Compared to the
expense of transporting troops from Europe, transporting troops from
India was relatively cheap. These troops could also be trained in Indis,
replenished from there and commanded from there, saving the Eastern
islands the expense of the higher ranking officers’ salaries.

Free trade was not usually connected with the East India Company.
Indeed, in the minutes of evidence collected by the Committee we see
‘free trade’ at times being used to describe specific practices which were
opposed to those of the Company. Crawfurd was called by the Committee
on 13 June, 1820, to give evidence on the trade with the East Indies.
Crawfurd, opinionated as ever, made it ¢lear that the merchants of
England could only benefit from the 1ifting of the East India Company’s
monopoly and all the other restrictions which were placed in their way
{such as the minimum tonnage requirement on ships trading to the

2 That the author is Raffles is proven in a privately printed paper by John Bastin 'Sir
Stamford Raffles’s Historical Sketch of the Settlement of Singapore”. Raffles’ sketch, as
Bastin shows, appeared in part or whole invarious journals including the La/cwits lawrrsl of
1810 and a private letter to the Marquesss of Lansdowne in 1820. John Bastin "Sir Stamford
Raffles’s Historical Sketch of the Settlement of Singapore’ (Privately printed, Eastbourne,
2000) pp 4-5S.
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archipelago). As the exchange between the Committee, Crawfurd and other

interviewees reveals, the term ‘free trade’ had a variety of usages,
including quiet specific technical ones.? At one point the Committee
asked Crawfurd if he knew "whether the Dutch trade in these seas is a free
trade, #+is it restricted to a trading company?’4 In this question ‘free
trade’ and trade conducted by a Company are mutually exclusive. In a
simitar vein, Crawfurd told the Committee that the country trade of the
tast India Company between India and Southeast Asia had decreased since
‘the free traders of this country have begun to frequent the Indian
islands’S ‘Free traders’ here were private individuals who, unconnected
with a joint-stock trading company such as the English East India
Company were selling and buying in the region.

when interviewing an agent of the Company who had had long
experience in China, James Goddard, the Committee asked him about
‘knowledge of British manufactures in China’ since the end of the
Company’s ‘exclusive trade’. Goddard answered ‘that in consequence of the
free trade, the British manufactures.. have found their way to China’. The
Committee, striving to clarify his answer, asked him if "till the free
trade’ and ‘previous to the free trade’ the Company ever exported cotton
goods to China ‘on their own account..’6 Here, “the free trade’ refers to a
particular period. It refers to the time after the Company’s charter was
reviewed in 1813 when the East India Company’s monopolies were slashed
to all but those involving direct trade with China. The "free trade’
vwatershed of 1813 saw a flood of goods into the Indian and East Indies

3 '‘Report from the Select Committee appointed to consider of the fMeans of Maintaining and
Improving the Foreign Trade of the Country’, &7eish Farirementory Fansrs Sessions 1820~
21; vol |, {Shannon, Ireland, Irish University Press, 1968) p 16.

4 |bidp 18 [My italics].
S |bid p 17.
6 |bid p 14.
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markets.

Crawfurd in his interview invoked the concept of freedom in other
ways as well. He told the Commitiee there should be & ‘perfect freedom’

of ships to visit every Southeast Asian port?; he spoke of the need for

British capital to be given ‘free scope’8, and the need for a "perfect
freedom of communication’ to exist between the East Indies and Britain so
that ‘the tastes of the inhabitants could be studied’ by merchants.® As we
shall see later in this chapter, Crawfurd, in his caonstant incantation of
the words "freedom’ and “free’ (1ike many other advocates of free trade)
was yoking the ecohomic principle of free trade to the moral
righteousness of the anti-siavery movement in nineteenth-century Britain.
During the upsurge in discussions of abstract rights that followed the
American declaration of independence and the French Revolution, progress
towards greater freedom was an assumed ‘given’ in early nineteenth-
century discourse. It gave a moral gloss to the free traders’ pragmatic and
materialistic aims.

ADAMSMITH AND FREE TRADE

By 1813 the basic right to trade in india had targely been achiaved.
Most of the Company’s privileges had been revoked. Now the ‘free traders’
demanded complete freedom from government interference inctuding the
government-sanctioned tea monopoly.'® This demand for a freedom “from’
something, in contrast to a freedom ‘to’ something was typical of classic
liberalism. As in Crawfurd and Raffles’ histories, free trade in Adam

7 (bid p 16.

8 1bidp17.

9 Ibid p 19.

10 CR.Fay #mperis! Franamy 656 11s FISCE I the Formation of Fconamic Dectring 1600~
/Z57(0xford: Oxford University Press 1934) p 108.
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Smith is espoused more in the breach than put forward as a positive

theory. As we have seen, in his criticisms of mercantilism Smith by
implication frequently supports free trade.'! However positive references
to the actual content of ‘free trade’ are rare in the Mesiih af Netions.
Liberal thought generally defines ‘freedom’ as the absence of coercion,
repression or restrictions. Similarly free trade in Smith is not defined by
positive criteria so much as the absence of such things as excise duties,
tariffs and other government restrictions on trade.

The few instances of Smith positively espousing the virtues of free
trade in the wies/tsh ar Aeliansinclude his discussion of how free trade on
a global scale can ensure adeguate supplies of gold and silver just as it
cah ensure adequate supplies of wine'2 Smith’s other major endorsement
of free trade is found outside the hes/ish ar Metiang In his Lecitwres orn
Lrismudance Smith concluded that ‘it appears that Britain should by all
means be made a free port, that there should be no interruptions of any
kind made to foreign trade’. Of course the mercantile ‘restrictions’ also
earned revenue for the government. Keeping this in mind, Smith says

that if it were possible to defray the expence of government by
any other method, all duties, customs and excise should be
abolished, and that free commerce and liberty of exchange should

be allowed with all nations and for all things.13

11 For a summary of Smith’s ‘negative’ espousal of free trade, see chapter 10 The
Negative Argument for Freedom of Trade’ in.J. Shield Nicholson A Fraject af fompire &
Er7tics] Sivdy arf the Foaianmics of imperislism with specisl Refarancas lo the /10ess of Aosimr
SmitA{London:Macmillan and Co, 1910) pp 136-152.

12gmith mM{iv.i.11) p 435.

13 pAdam Smith £aciures innistridencequoted in Campbell’s and Skinner’s introduction to
theireditionof A4p 21.
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By the eariy nineteenth century this is mainly what the concept of free

trade amounted to in practice: ports free of ‘duties, customs and excise’ in
places where the government could earn revenue through other means. As
we shall see Singapore, in many peoples’ minds, came to epitomise the
free port r&r-avcellence a place where Smith’s dream of international

‘free commerce and liberty of exchange’ was made manifest.

THE MYTH OF RAFFLES

The establishment of Singapore tn 1619 is usually attributed to the
ehergy and ambition of one man: 5ir Thomas Stamford Raffles. 1t is seen
as the outlet for his imperial ambitions which were thwarted when the
British government gave Java back to the Dutch to keep peace with them in
Europe.i4 After Java, Raffles returned briefly to England (and wrote the
Histary ar J/eva before being sent to Sumatra to take charge as the
Lieutenant-General of the English factory at Fort Mariborough at
Bencoolen (Benkulen) and its surrounding districts of coffee and pepper
plantations.

By Raffles’ time Bencoolen had been an isolated backwater for
centuries. When Raffles first arrived there he wrote to his friend Marsden
that it was “the most wretched place | ever beheld..We will try and make

it better..”.'S He tried to improve the settlement by applying the same

liberal ideals he felt he had enforced in Java: freeing the Sumatrans from
the forced cultivation still allowed on the pepper plantations, abolishing

14 Raffles imperial ambitions for himself were actually thwarted some months befare the
British handed Java back to the Dutch. While in Java he had tried to extend British infiuence
by making subsidiary treaties with the chiefs of Borneo and Sulu. The East india Company
disavowed these treaties and removed him from hisoffice as Lieutenant-general of Java for
overstepping the bounds of his authority some nine months before the island was handed back
to the butch. Bastin AMeirveFalicias ar Karriesp 137.

15 Quoted in Charles Wurtzburg £e#7ies af the Fesiar /s/as (London:Hodder and Stoughton,
1954) p 429.
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slavery and gaming farms.!6

However the stagnant outpost was not enough to contain Raffles’
ambitions. In 1819, for example, he made a treaty with the ‘Emperor’ of
the central Sumatran kingdom of Menangkabau. He prevailed upon the
Emperar as the ‘ancestral father of the Malay’ to appoint him, Raffles, as
his ‘Representative in all the Malay States’. As Raffles said in a tetter
soon afterwards:’| would assume supremacy without interfering in the
just independence of other states...| would, in fact, re-establish the

ancient authority of Menangkabau, and be the great Mogul of the [sland’.1/
OBnce again however, his hopes of establishing a British empire in
Southeast Asia met with the disapproval of both the East India Company
and the British government and the treaty was annulled.

With the establishment of Singapore in 1619, Raffles’ ambitions are
seen as being finally fulfilled. Most bicgraphers of Raffles depict the
founding of Singapore as the greatest achievement of his career. The late
Victorian biographer, Demetrius Boulger put the establishment of
Singapore at the pinnacie of Raffles’ 1ife because it enabled the English to
‘triumph aver the Dutch’. Boulger makes it clear that "the real claim of
Raffles to rank in the front group of English statesmen’ lies in what
Singapore did to the Dutch: ‘His claim is based on his long struggle with
the Dutch, of which that measure was the concluding incident.” According
to Boulger ‘Raffles threw himself single-handedly in their path and [with
Singapore] at last accomplished their discomfiture’. Without Singapore, he
contends ‘our trade to this hour would be fettered by the suspicious and

16 John Bastin has shown how many of these ‘reforms’ were far more impressive on paper
than in reality. As in Java, Raffles’ description of his achievements in Sumatra are one part
wishful thinking, one part sober assessment and one part self-agrandisement. See Bastin
Nalive Falicias ar &l Semiord Kerf/es p102 and p137.

17 Raffles Merair Raffles to Thomas Murdoch, October @, 1820, p 480. See also Saul Rose
Gritein and Saiil-esest Asis{london: Chatto and windus, 1962} pp 31-2.
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grudging competition of the Dutch...".18 A more recent biographer of
Raffles, Maurice Collis, claims even greater things for the port-city.
Collis depicts the founding of Singapore as ushering in & new age for Asia.
He concludes his biography of Raffles by describing him as the ‘great
friend of the Malay race’ who:

longed to deliver them from their servitude under the Dutch and
launch them as free individuals to make their way in the new
world which was dawning for Asia..his founding of Singapore
prevented the Dutch from extending their mercantile system over
the Malay states of the Peninsula... He had opened the door, he had
pointed to the path, he had provided the idea, he had performed the
act. Singapore stood.. The stage was set for Europe’s decisive
incursion into East Asia. O1d Asia was to disappear, a new Asia to
be barn, the Asia of the modern world. Such were the forces which

18 See D.C. Boulger 7#e{ife af &ir Siamifard Fafiies(London, 1697) p 390.
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Raffles set in motion by founding Singapore.19

Such biographers also tend to be impressed that in securing
Singapore Raffles defied the British government and East India Company.
Their representations of Raffles’ founding of Singapore can be seen as
part of a genre we shall call “liberal heroics” the far-sighted, freedom-
loving individual who overcame an interfering and restrictive government.
They attribute the existence of the port-city to his single-handedly
convincing the reluctant governor-general of India, Francis Rawdon-
Hastings, 15t Marquess of Hastings {Warren Hastings), of the necessity of
a strategically placed British entrepot in the archipelago. In these
narratives, Raffles alone recognised that the British needed an entrepot, a
central collection and distribution point, where they could exchange the

19 Maurice Collis A#/77es(London:Faber and Faber,1966) pp 218-210. Wurtzburg's Ke/¥/as
a7 tha Fester /s/asoffers a more muted version of the English triumphalism of Collis and
Boulger on pp 454-501. A more recent expression of similar views can be found in Dorothy
Geary's article, ‘Founding Singapore Capped an Empire Builder’s Great Dream’ Sw/ithsarssn
1982 13 (1):130-149. A complete absence of triumphalism marks the Andayas’ account of
the establishment of Singapore, nevertheless they do see itas marking anew erain
Malaysian history. Speaking ‘in terms of Malay history’ they say ‘Singapore signailed the
end of the end of the entrepot under Malay rule or even, as Riau, functioning under Malay
auspices. with two British ports, Penang and Singapore, there was now no need for British
traders or Chinese junks to frequent Malay harbours .8 port such as Singapore, controlied
by Europeans and controlled primarily for their benefit, was different from any others
which had previously existed in the area’. They quote Raffles’ Malay scribe who wrote that
Singapore was like ‘the sun when it has just risen, waxing stronger and stronger..a new
world is being created, the old world destroyed’ B. and ‘w. Andaye 4 Aislary of /ie/sysie
(London: the Macmillan Press, 1982)pp 111-112. Carl Trocki however argues that from
the Malay point of view 'Singapore was simply a slight adaptation of the typical Malay port
which sustained their ancestors for centuries... to the Malays, it was simply one more
variation on a very old theme. Practically every Malsy state known to history had been
basedon a trading city. in the maritime world, the entrepot was the major political
structure.’ CTrocki Frince af Fireles the Temeanqgongs &ad iha Davalgament ar Lohar end
Singapore / FG«-1875(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1979) p 51. Needless to say,
many Dutch historians of Southeast Asia take an even more jaundiced view of Raffles’
achievement, especiallyhis securing of Singapore by making a treaty with the pretender to
the local suitanate (the reigning suitan’s older brother). See for example Bernard H.M. Ylekke
Nusantara: 8 History of indonesys(The Hague: W. van Hoeve, 1959) pp 280-3.
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raw produce of the Archipelago for the products of their burgeoning

manufacturing sector. Thus in late 1818 he went to Calcutta where he
convinced the reluctant governor-general, Warren Hastings, to let him
establish a British port in the southern archipelago. Hastings duly gave the
required orders and Singapore was founded in early 1819 when Raffles
was on his way to Acheen (Acheh)20,

The loss of Java is also depicted in the same liberal heroics: the
great individual versus an unimaginative or bungling government. Hugh
Clifford’s short story, for example, relates how Raffles learnt of "the
mandate of the British government restoring Java - his Javal - to Holland
and so laid his 1ife work in ruins abut his feet!’ at a party. Government
ineptitude is the main villain in this ‘bitter tregedy’. Java, that “splendid
paradise which had been wrested from the Dutch by the genius and
foresight of Raffles..was lost to us forever..because of the dispatches in
which Sir Stamford disclosed the richness of the new colony lay neglected
and unopened in & pigeon-hold of the Foreign Officel” According to Clifford:
‘Years after these priceless documents were unearthed their seals [werel
still unbroken..” Thus the ‘sin of some obscure shirker of duty’ was
visited upon the Javanese. Raffle’s individual ‘genius’ had been defeated by
the faceless machinery of government: "It is not pleasant to think of the
weight of responsibility which rests upon the shoulders of that unknown

20 However Anthony Webster has convincingly argued that Raffles was not the sole architect
of Singapore and that Hastings was just as active in securing the entrepot. See Anthony
Webster ‘British Export Interestsin Bengal and Imperial Expansion into South-east Asia,
1780 to 1824 The Origins of the Straits Settlements’ in fevalanmant Studies sndlalanial
Folicy{eds) Barbara Ingham and Colin Simmans (London:Frank Cass and Co, 1967) pp 163-5
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bureaucrat’?!, But while, in the case of Java, irresponsible, anonymous,

bureaucratic ineptitude overcame the individual genius of Raffles,
Singapore is seen as his triumph.

Many biographers of Raffles have linked his founding of Singapore to
the general concept of freedom. The early twentieth-century biographer,
william Cross for example in talking of Raffles’ dreams to establish a
British Malay empire, said: ‘Let the freedom of the seas be established! ...
Let slavery be abolished!.. Let kindly civilization, with freedom of trade,
freedom of religion, freedom of educatian, bring peace ta the torn and
plundered islands of ancient Malayal’22 He saw Raffles’ ‘eagerness to found

Singapore’ as ‘a deliberate blow at tyranny and monopoly and racial

prejudice’.23 while more recent historians tend to no longer write of
Raffies as the ‘great Man’ of history, they are lTikely still to attribute
Singapore’s establishment to the 1one hero of Raffles, though they do so in
less glowing terms. And they still associate the port-city with freedom.
The historian Kenneth Tregonning for example has said of the Malaysians
and Chinese which came to Singapore almost immediately after its

21 Hugh Clifford Hervas ol Fxile - Baing Cerlain Rescusd Fragmants af Subimerged Romence
{London: Smith, Elder and Co, 1906) pp 39-41. The notion that Java was lost by
bureaucratic ervor was traced by Charles Buckley to an anonymous article which was later
attributed toCrawfurd. It first appeared in the Masdhiy Scal t7sh fagsezine of October 1830,
where, according to Buckiey, ‘It attracted much attention and was reprinted in full in the
Frae Frassof 30th March 1837’ Boulger mentions a similar story . But he gives what is
now the more accepted explanation, that Java was relinquished because it was a drain onthe
Company’s finances and it was thought its return wouid strengthen the Dutcheconomicaliy
and make them allies in war-tornEurope. Charles Burton Buckley & dnecdet el Histary or &7id
Fimas In SIiganare Jrom (he Faunceiion ai 1he Set tiement Lindar the Haneuraie L85t fngke
Lompany an Fatyuery Ot 1819 ta the Trensiar e the Calanial Gifice &5 Fart of the Colonis?
Frssassions of the Crawn an Agri7 /s, 1&g 7(Singapore: Fraser and Neave, 1902) Reprinted
Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1963) p 176.

22 Ray William Cross ‘Stamford Raffles - the Man’ in Walter Makepeace, Gilbert Brooke,
Roland St J. Braddell &ne Humgred ¥esrs of Singaporea Being Some Acoaunt or ihe Lapitel af
Lhe SYraits SelI7ermants 1ram FIs Faynasiion by Sir SIamiad Kerrias on the Hif Feliriety
1377 e the 84 Fetywsry 12/9 (London:John Murray, 1921) p 48.

23\bid p 38.
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foundation:

They were attracted to Singapore.. because it suggested freedom.
This became the outstanding feature of Singapore. Whereas all the
ports in the remainder of the Southeast Asia exacted customs, dues
and levies, Singapore despite numerous attempts by the Company in
India to change it, began and remained a free port. Raffles should be

given full credit for this..24

Part of the reason Raffles became synonymous with “freedom’,
especially free trade, was due to his own self-promotion. In retrospect, he
presented Singapore as a moral duty incumbent on him in his ongoing fight
for basic human rights: as a continuation of his fight against monopoly and
for freedom. Towards the end of his life, the directors of the East India
Company sought to censure the way in which he had so often overstepped
his orders. Writing in his own defence Raffles presented his securing of
Singapore as a continuation of his ‘achievements’ on Java:

This lovely and highly interesting portion of the globe had,
politically speaking, long sunk into insignificance from the
withering effects of that baneful policy with which the Hollanders
were permitted to visit these regions, when it feil to my lot to
direct. Java and there on the ruins of monopoly, torture and
oppression...to re-establish man in his native rights and
prerogatives and reopen the channel of an extensive commerce.
Political events required our secession from that quarter, but the
establishment of Singapore. have no less afforded opportunities

24 Treganning The British in 1elsyep 153.
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far the application and extension of the same principles.25

in this passage, the founding of Singapore was presented as a continuation
of the ‘principles’ Raffles had tried to enforce on Java: the fight for
freedom against the monopolistic and unenlightened Dutch. Free trade was
presented as the natural inclination and therefore one of the "native rights
and prercgatives’ of all peoples. Freedom to trade was freedom to indulge
in one of Smith’s most basic human characteristics: the propensity to
‘truck, barter and exchange’. As we have already seen it was presented in
Raffles and Crawfurd as the natural inclination of most Southeast Asians:
an inclination that had been thwarted by the Dutch.

Also significant in Raffles’ close association with freedom was his
involvement in the anti-slavery movement. what has been described as
Raffles’ ‘absentee membership of the Clapham Sect’26 saw him, while he
was still in charge of Java, interest the famous anti-slavery campaigner,
wWilliam wilberforce, in his Java Benevolent Society which looked to the
moral and intellectual “improvement’ of the Javanese. In 1819 he wrote to
wWilberforce from Bencoolen asking him to take the ‘Eastern Islands’ under
‘your paternal wings’ as he had ‘the unfortunate African’. He told
wilberforce that the Eastern Islands now offered an especially wide field
for “the attention of the philanthropist’ because of Singapore:

Singapore, at the southern extremity of the Malayan Peninsuia,
has given us the command of the Archipelago as well in peace as
in war: our commerce will extend to every part, and British

25 Raffies to the Court of Directors, 20th January 1824, quoted in Wurtzburg fe/77es p

63 3.
26 { paE. Williams ‘Indonesia’s Chinese Educate Raffies’ sdasesie 1996, 9 (S), p 383, n 25
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principles will be known and felt throughout.27

In the year Raffles leqgislated against slavery in Singapore, 1323, he
wrote to another friend boasting not only of Singapore’s unigueness but
also its role as a bastion of freedom in the region. He wrote: ‘| have had
everything new-mould from first to last; to introduce a new system of

energy, purity and encouragement... Singapore is now perhaps the only

place in India where slavery cannot exist’ 28

The promotion of Raffles in conjunction with Singapore only
accelerated after his death. As John Bastin remarks in his introduction to
the reprinted version of Raffles’ Aemairs a collection of his letters and

writings edited by his widow:

The historical reputation of Sir Thomas Stamford Bingley Raffles
owes more to his second wife, Sophia Raffles than to any other
person..!t was Lady Raffles’s AMemairof her husband, published in
..1830, which at once established his public reputation as one of
the most liberal and enlightened of all British governors in the

27 Raffles to Wilberforce, September, Bencoolen, 1819, Raffles Mamairspp 409-410.
However, like free trade, Raffles was not always the anti-slavery campaigner of later fame.
Wright talks about how Raffles countenanced slaven) on Java for the sake of profit and
allowed slaves under the age of 14 to continue to be bought and sold. See HR.C. wright
‘Communication: Raffles and the Slave Trade &t Batavia in 1812 7aeSrsiarvcs/ ionnss |1,
2 (1960), p 185. Raffles himself possessed a young slave boy, ‘Dick’, who accompanied him
back to England. See James Boon A//7nities sngfxtremeas(Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1990) p 37.

28 Quoted in Winstedt 4 Arstary of Me/aysp 218 and in Raffles MamairRatffles to an
unnamed correspondent, ‘Off Borneo’, 12 June, 1823, pp 548-9. In 1823, Raffles had
legislated that ‘all persons... having his or her fixed residence under the protection of the
British authorities at Singapore cannot hereafter be considered or treated as 3 slave, under
any denomination, condition, colour or pretence whatever’. Raffles ‘Report to the Bengal
government on the Laws and Regulations of Singapore’, March 29 1823, Mewmerrs pp 543-
544,
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East.29

The merchants of Singapore also honoured his memory. A ‘Raffles Club’
was founded in 1827 which held annual dinners in his memory.3° They soon

collected money for a statue of Raffles3! - a positively prodigal gesture
for a community which consistently refused to contribute towards its
own public works such as bridges, drains and a lighthouse on the grounds
that they were ‘more for the benefit of Government than for the public
convenience’ 32 The Singapore mercantile community’s abhorrence of
paying taxes became linked to their eulogising of Raffles. Throughout the
decades following his death, Singapore’s mercantile community
strategically used the memory of Raffles as a talisman to stave off the
threat of port duties and tariffs by the East India Company.33

From 1826 the Company tried to make Singapore pay its own way.

29 John Bastin introductionto Raffles Memair p v.
30 gimgapore Chraric/e 19 July, 1827.

31 Merchants in Britain were also to horour his memory aleng with freedom and Singapore.
The G/asgew Fvaming Fostof 11th September, 1830 contained an account of ‘a dinner given
to Mr John Crawfurd, by the Lord Provost and upwards of 100 Glasgow merchants and
others’. Among the many toasts was one to “The free port of Singapore and may its rising
prosperity add another proof to the advantages to commerce which result from freedom’.
Buckley AnecdaislHistory af Singspara p 141

32 w. Read on expenditure of the Assessment fund, S/ingapare Free Frass 23 January,
1845. See also Singspare Free Fress, 13 February, 1845 for an account of another public
meeting at which protests were made against the ‘assessment’ being spent on sign-boards.

33 The first time that the East India Company made the attempt to impose taxes on the
commerce of Singapore was in 1826, when the Court of Directors wished to levy adutyof 2
1/2 percent on the goods in transit warehoused in Penang, Singapore and Malacca, which
were about to be united under the Penang presidency: ‘The court contended that it was unjust
that the Indian Government should have to subsidise the cost of administrating these three
settlements, which would be the case if Penang, Malacca and Singapore were made free
ports, when the benefits accruing from a free trade policy had to be shared along with the
merchants of England and other countries’. However the Board in England, in consultation
with the Lords of the Committee inquiringintothe trade tothe East with which we opened
this chapter, decided to keep Singapore a free port. WongLin Ken ‘The Trade of Singapore
1819-69° /M8&4533 (4), December 1960, p 179.
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But in each case the merchants of Singapare (with the help of their

London~based tobbyists such as Crawfurd and their agency houses)
successfully protested.34 The Indian-trained Governor of Penang,
Fullerton, suggested Singapore be made a8 customs port in the late 1820s
without success. From 1833 to 1836 the Government of the Straits
Settlements tried again to impose taxes on the trade of Singapore in order
that its merchants contribute to the cost of efforts to suppress piracy in
the immediate region.3 It was in the midst of these successive attempts
that an 1831 edition of the Singsmare Chronicie sung the praises of
Raffies. Its article, "The Trade of Singapore’, opened with the obligatory
quotsation from a political economist on the improving nature of trade39,

before gaing onto say:

The establishment of a commercial mart in such a happy situation
as Singapore, whereby ample means are afforded for extending the
distribution of British commodities amongst the inhabitants of the

34 An article in the Singpsnare Ciaric/éin 1836 on praoposed duties on trade regrets that
Crawfurd’s role as alobbyist is confined toLondon. it also gives some idea of the following
he obviously enjoyed amongst the Singaporean and British mercantile communities:‘the
executionof all suchprojects remains with the Indian government and consequently out of
thereach of that effective opposition that would be given to it by all public men like Mr
Crawfurd. The resistance must and ought now to proceed from the [Singapore]
communtty..and if we have not many of the capacity of a Crawfurd, we have a sufficiently
numerous and respectable body of merchantsto give weight and efficiency to anypetition
against duties being levied at this port”. It then quotes a two year old letter by Crawfurd on
similar proposals that were then made:"If they be proposed here | shall resist them and |
think effectively too with the assistance of the press and my influence with the merchants of
Liverpool, Manchester, Glasgow, Bristol and HUI\." Simpspare Chraricie 9 January , 1836.

33 wong ‘The Trade of Singapore’ p 183.

36The full quote in the newspaper reads:“Trade” & plain though useful writer on Political
Economy says “increases the weatth of a nation, not by raising produce, like agriculture, nor
by workingup raw materials, lke manufactures; but it gives additional value tocommodities
by bringing them from places where they are plentiful, to those where they are scarce; and
by providing the means of a more extended distribution of commodities, it gives a spur to the

[Lr

agricultural and manufacturingclasses™ . Sinagsaoare fraric/e 29 December, 1831,



113
rich and populous nations and islands by which we are surrounded,

vhile we receive in return the natural productions of each place,
must ever claim for the enlightened and liberal founder of this
Settlement, the thanks of his country, and the gratitude of the
whole mercantile world. Commerce being generally the precursor
of civilization and improvement, we must consider that man a
public benefactor whose great mind not only comprehends the
advancement of the commercial and political interests of his awn
country, but the moral improvement of the uncivilized and savage
tribes with whom an extended intercourse may be established by
means of commerce.

Such a man was Sir STAMFORD RAFFLES, the bona-fide founder of
this Settlement, this emporium, of the rapid and extraordinary

success of which history presents us with few or no precedents.37

Raffles’ name continued to be evaoked in the fight to maintain Singapore as
a free port for a long time. During the 1850s administration of E.A.
Blundell as Governor of the Straits Settlements there was an attempt to
introduce port dues on shipping, which the merchants successfully
opposed. The government effort was described at a public meeting as “in
direct violation of the principles upon which the Settlement was

3T Simgapore Chranicie, 29 December, 183 1. In 1852 the Indian Government tried to
introduce tonnage duties onships which calied at the port in order to pay for a lighthouse
near Singapore.The Singapore Chamber of Commerce in December 1851 petitioned the Indian
Government on ‘the injustice of collecting the tonnage duty at Singapore alone. It pointed out
that thelight was not alocallight,as it benefited a1l vessels passing through the eastern
entrance of the Straits of Singapore, many of which did not visit the port. Wong "The Trade
of Singapore’ p 184, p187.
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established and calculated to endanger the very existence of its trade.’38

The repeated attempts of the Indian Government to impose taxes an the
port of Singapore were the immediate cause of its transfer to the Crown
in 1867 . However the possibility of customs at Singapore continued under
the Colonial Office which needed additional taxes to meet the costs of the
new administration. One of the last appointments held by Crawfurd was
President of the Straits Settlement Association, which was formed in
1868 to oppose the proposed taxes. In a memorandum to the Secretary of
State on 30 April 1869 the Association charged the Governor with trying
‘to ignare the whole past history of the Colony and the dependence of its
very existence on the Free Trade Policy inaugurated by its founder Sir

Stamford Raffles’ 39

RAFFLES BEFORE FREE TRADE

However Raffles did not always embrace the policy of ‘free trade’
for which he was so fondly remembered. There was not even the seamless
continuity, as he represented it, between his policies on Java and those at
Singapore. wWhen he first took over Java he was, in the words of John
Bastin, ‘more inclined to look for commercial than territorial revenues to
pravide for the civil and military establishments on Java’. That is, he
looked to Dutch-style duties on commerce, rather than land revenues like

38 Bernard Nunn "The Government' in W. Makepeace, G. Brooke and R. St J. Braddell (eds)

Line Rindred ¥asrs af Singenore Being Some Accowml of the Capilal af tha Streits Settiamant s
Trai LS Foundetion by Sir S1amiord Rervles an the Stk Felyuery 1818 1o the 8Uh Februsry
/g7g(London:John Murray 1521) p 89.

39 Quoted in Wong Lin Ken ‘The Trade of Singapore’ p 193. Similar evocations of Raffles
continued into the twentieth century The Singapore newspaper, the Fys Triswneof 1931
when a Singapore Customs Union was imminent, commented in their editorial ‘It must be
expected that the “free port” diehards in the Colony will put up a sturdy fight for continual
reverence of the Raffies dictum’. The Mys 7r7tumeeditorial , 2 October, 1931, See also the
Hys Tritiing editorisl, 25 Januery, 1932. | am grateful to Ai Lin Chua for bringing these
articies to my attention.
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those of British Indis. In March 1812, he informed the Directors of the

difficulty of immediately applying enlightened British principles to the
Dutch colonial system and concluded that the revenues of the island would
‘at 1east for some years to come, be closely connected and entirely
dependent on its mercantile management under the .. East India
Company’.4° {nitially under Raffies the revenue of the island was derived
from forced deliveries and contingents of coffee, rice, tin and spices and a

government monopoly on opium.4! He also hoped for a monopoly on ‘unfree’

shipping in spices via Batavia.#2 As H.R.C. Wright says, 'Raffles’ thought
was mercantilist, although he tried to dress it in the language of his own
enlightened age’ 43

when free trade was introduced to Java, Raffles only gave it
qualified suppart. After the conquest of Java, at the urging of Minto, he
decided to discontinue the Dutch monopolies as being ‘so much at variance
with the principles of political economy which enlighten the present age’,

but only ‘as far as the immediate interests of the local government would

admit’.44 When the desired profits did not materialise Raffles tried free

trade as his new strategy.4S According to Bastin, it was only after Java
was returned to the Dutch “that Raffles began to expound that fully-

fledged doctrine of free trade which later established his fame’ because
‘by then he had come to realise that this was the most useful weapon at

his command for undermining Dutch commercial and political power in the

40 Bastin MstiverFaliciasnrRervies p17.
41 )hidp 17.

42 thid p 18. wright also says ‘Raffles even advocated destroying the ‘produce of the spices’
like the Dutch had before him.” £Fasf /ndisn Foammic Frobiansp 66.

43 Wright £st inaisn Fronomic Frobiams p 67.
44 bid pp 69-70.

45 tbid p 66. Bastin also says that Raffles argued that Indonesians not advanced enough for
free trade with Westerners on equal terms Asiive Fo/iciesarkgriiasp 119,
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Eastern Seas’ .46

A further gqualification to Raffles’ credentials as a free trader can
be seen in his halting, gradual and incomplete adoption of one of free
trade’s secondary features, encapsulated in the slogan, ‘trade not
territory’. Free traders presented themselves as neither wanting nor
needing territory. All they needed was a base from which to pursue their
business.47 ¥incent Harlow gives a number of reasons for this
relinguishing of territory for the sake of trade in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. Tracing it back to 1782 when Shelburne said
with reference to North Americe “We prefer trade to dominion’ Harlow saw
the “second British Empire’ as one which hoped to ‘find a vent for the
widening range of British manufactures ..and a diversity of exotic
commodities, earned by home production would flow back to British ports.”
The ‘revulsion against the idea of colonization’, he says, "was naturally
accentuated by the guarrel with the Americans, but the root cause was the
fear that colonial communities would become breeding grounds of
industrial competition.” Thereafter, ‘the expense and friction attending
the establishment of territorial jurisdiction was to be avoided. The ideal
was @ chain of trading posts, protected at strategic points by naval
bases”.48

But what free traders gave up in territorial dominion they claimed
back as moral high ground. The reduced need for territory was presented
as respect for the freedom of foreign peoples. No Tonger would Britain try
to control other peoples or their lands by military or political means.

46 |bid p 139.

47 See Loh Poh Ping £hinese Saciaty in Mnateanth Century Singarore(Kuala Lumpur-Oxford
University Press, 1978) p 11.

48 Vincent Harlow 7/& Fauwnding af the Secend British Empira 1 763-1793, vo/ /(London:
Longmans, Green and Co, 1952) p 4.
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Instead ‘peaceful and civic’ trade gave her a more legitimate power in

foreign lands, because theoretically it was in accordance with ‘native’
wishes as well as the principle of mutual advantage4S. In the nineteenth
century, for example, the Calcutta mercantile community ‘renounced all
desire for territorial power as an end; ...it wanted 1o secure ..a world
empire of trade’. As an article in the Suwdsy Fimes{(which the fHangs/
Hurkerwreprinted in 1828) expressed it, it must be "our policy to abandon
altogether a narrow system of colonial aggrandisement which can no
longer be pursued with advantage, and to build our greatness on & surer
foundation, by stretching our dominion over the wants of the universe’. 5°
it was this that Raffles had in mind when he wrote, after the
establishment of Singapore, that ‘trade and not territory is our object..’.3!
But Raffles’ conversion from “territory’ to "trade’ was not overnight
nor was it complete. He made the transition in stages. Broadly, he went
from advocating territorial dominion for the Company over Jave and ather
islands (and the land revenue thereby gained) to advocating a ‘chain of
posts’ and extensive regulation of commerce by the English Company
throughout the archipelago, to seemingly being content with the three
colonies of Penang, Singapore and Malacca. Just after he had published his

48 This is taken from the minor economist Thomas Chalmers, who said of theindirect power
Britain gained from her foreign trade: “we are enabled by the mere conveyance of our
manufactures, to obtain a right over the property and services of a country in some distant
part of the world. Instead of taking back in imports the value which we have exported, we
may transfer it by loan to the government of the country; we may subsidise its sovereign..
thus [thel ascendancy of Britain ... her influence in other 1ands [is due] to the simple
circumstances of her being able, by manufacture, to comprise much value in little room, of
her dealing insuch light and transportable wares.’ Thomas Chalmers rFaiitical feanaimmy it
Connesion With the Morsl 5iste snd Morsl Frospacts af Saciety(Blasgqow, 1832) pp 206~
208.

SO Fangst Hurkary, 21 October, 1828 (editorial). Quoted in Stokes l2777tariansendingisp 43
. See also Stokes quotation of Macaulay's ‘eloguent expression’ of this preference for trade
over territory on pp 43-44.

S1 Raffles ‘Admin. of the Eastern Islands’ p 12. See also his letter to Colonel Addenbroke
quoted in Wurtzburg £&77/es p 520.
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Histerzzin 1817, before he returned to the East, Raffles drew up a paper

for the President of the Board of Control, George Canning, entitied ‘Our
Interests in the tndian Archipelago’. This document can be seen as
transitional between his concern to deliver territorial possessions to the
Company and his later free trade policy of ‘trade not territory’. In it he
reduces his demands for territory to advocating the ‘immediate possession
of new ports in the Eastern Archipelago’ because he says the East India
Company’s stations at Bencoolen and Penang are ‘too remote from the
scene’. He suggests the Dutch government be made to acknowledge and
uphold the treaties, whether of alliance ar independence, made during the
British occupation of Java.52 Bangka, Bintan or West Borneo are suggested
as suitable for ‘out-posts or stations erected for the convenience and
security of our general commercial interests..’. 33

Although he described these envisaged ports 'not as governments
intended for rule and detailed management of a dominion” they still did
constitute some territory. And the envisaged territory was enlarged the
following year. In 1818 Raffles wrote a dispatch from Bencoolen, urging a
strategic chain of stations extending down the entire west coast of
Sumatra from acheen (Achin) to the Sunda Strait without a break (except
for the port of Padang) and linked to Penang by & station either located at
Banca (Bangka) or at Rhio (Riau). About a month later, in the face of Dutch
expansionism in South Sumatra, he wrote again to the Secret Committee

52 .5 Tay ‘The Attempts of Raffles to Establish a British Base in South-east Asia 1818~
1819 awrnsl af Southesst Asisn Aistary |, 2, September 1960, pp 30-46.

523 'Qurinterestsin the Indian Archipelago’ is reprinted fairly completely in Boulger fifear
Kefrfespp 266-273. See also the pamphiet by Charles Assey, who had been secretary to the
Government of Java under Raffles, published in the same year: &7 fhe 7rede Lo Lhing 8nd the
indisndrohipeiagallondon, 1619) especially p 48 where he suggests ‘Sumatra and Banca,
together with the Straits of Malacca and the adjacent islands, to be occupied by the British,
while the Dutch retained Borneo, Java and the different islands to the eastward of the Strait
of Sunda.’
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contending that all islands east of the Sunda Strait should be occupied by

the Dutch and those on the western side of the Strait should be regarded
as British territory. He even dispatched soldiers to raise the British flag
in a suitable bay on the Sunda Strait and remain encamped there to mark
their possession. The Dutch complained to the supreme government in
Bengal who disavowed Raffles’ attempts and ordered him to withdraw the
soldiers. Undeterred by this reprimand Raffles then suggested that the
istand of “Sumatra should be under one European power alone, and this
pawer is of course the English’.94 He made his way to Menangkabau in the
interior of Sumatra and signed provisional treaties with chiefs and
sultans giving the British East India Company possession of a
considerable part of central Sumatra: ‘full sovereignty’ from Menangkabau
in the interior down to the port of Padang and the “islands lying off the
same’.55 Once again the Dutch objected and Bengal agreed with them,
disavowing Raffles’ treaties.

However in the same year, 1819, despite these territorial ambitiaons,
Raffles, in a complete about-face could write to the Company that “trade
not territory is our object..”.56 This declaration seems to have been
inspired by the foundation of Singapore. Raffles seems to have finally
realised that the Company did not want the expense or administration
involved in ruling more territory. Thus he represented Singapore as

34 Tay attempts of Raffles to Establish a British Base’ pp 37-38.
53 |bid p 40.

56 Raffles “Admin. of the Eastern Islands’ 12. See also his letter to Colonel Addenbroke
quoted in Wurtzburg fs/7/es p 520. His minute on the ‘Administration of the Eastem Islands
in 1819’ signals his capitulation when he says:"The supremacy of Great Britain having now
beenestablished over the whoig of thecontinent of india...our connection [tothe Eastern
fslands] should be confined to purely commercial objects..The extent and high value of our
possessions in India renders the acquisition of further territory particulariy innew and less
civilized countries, comparativelyunimportant and perhaps objectionable. Raffles Namarrs
‘Admin. of the Eastern Istands pp 11-12.
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providing the benefits of Empire in a highly concentrated form. & small,

inexpensive colony that was so perfectly positioned it would give returns
disproportionate to its size. Running costs would be negigible but the
leverage it provided would be great. As Raffles wrote of the newly~-
founded Singapore in 1819, it

bids fair to be one of the most important and at the same time of
the least expensive and troublesome [colony], that we possess. Our
object is not territory but trade, a great commercial Emporium, and

a se/crisriwhence we may extend our influence politically.. 57

0Of course ‘'emporia’ like Singapore entailed some sort of territorial
control, however limited. But Raffles implies that the area is so confined
it does not amount to "territory’ as such: it is ‘not intended’ as "dominion'.
However in the long legal wrangle that followed Raffles’ claiming of
Singapore it is obvious the Dutch did not agree and the British government
were also unconvinced that Singapore was, territorially speaking,
negligible.s8

At first, the idea of making Singapore a free port appears to have
occurred to Raffles as an afterthought. It does not seem as if he even
thought it would 1ast very long. In his proclamation of the English
occcupation of Singapore, Raffles wrote as point twelve that ‘It is not

97 Raffles to Colonel Addenbrooke, Singapore, 10 June, 1819, reprinted in JMEAM 542 (1),
August, 1969, p 74.

=8 Dne person whom Raffles seems to have convinced, at 1east of the morat magnitude of
Singapore, if not its small physical size, was Charles Grant the influential East India
Company directer {and another member of the Clapham sect). Grant supported retention of
Singapare, even though he had always opposed territorial expansion in India. According to
Embree:‘The explanation for this apparent inconsistency is that Raffles succeededin
convincing Grant that to acquire Singapore was justifiable from “amoral, political and
commercial view’. AT. Embree Lrss78s Grant &g British Rle 1o lngdis(1962) pp 278,
wWebster Gart/emenlspitslisisp 86 and Wurtzburg £s/7/2spp 582-83.
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necessary to subject the trade of the port to any duties - it is yet

inconsiderable; and it would be impolitic to incur the risk of obstructing
its advancement by any measure of this nature’.5® However as Singapore
rose to prominence, so too did Raffles’ free trade sentiments. When he
returned to Singapore in 1822 he wrote to his friend, William Marsden,
informing him that he was writing a ‘constitution for the place, on the
principle of establishing it permanently as a free port in every sense of
the word’ 60 Five years after its foundation Raffles wrote a code of
regulations for the settlement of which the first point ‘declared that the
port of Singapore is a free port, and the trade thereof open to ships and
vessels of every nation, free of duty, equally and alike to all’.6! On his
departure from Singapore in 1823, in his reply to a farewell address by
the Merchants of Singapore he disregarded the history of the East India
Company and proclaimed that ‘It has happily been ... accordant with the
principles of the East India Company, that Singapore should be established
as a Free port’. Furthermore he predicted, ‘That Singapore will long and
always remain a free Port and that no taxes on trade or industry will be
established to check its future rise and prosperity | can have no doubt. |
am justified in saying thus much, on the authority of the Supreme
Government of India..’62 On this score, as we have seen in our brief
allusions to the Company's efforts to impose duties at Singapore, he was

wrong.

9 Wurtzburg Rs/7/es497-8. According to Wong, in the decades following its foundation, the
mercantile community of Singapore was to add to the meaning of a 'free port’ in a way which
“went far beyond the original concept of a free port by Raffles who did not object to the levy
of moderate port charges or the demand for a small fee on all port ciearances’ Wong Lin Ken

"The Rise of Singapore: 1819-69° /74845 33, (4), December, 1960, p 197,
60 Raffles to Wiltiam Marsden, 30 November, 1822 Mamairp S26.
61 Raffles to the Bengal Government, exact date not given, 1823 Memeir p 541.

62 Raffles to Alexander Morgan, Esq. and other European and Native Merchants of Singapore,
9 June, 1823 Mermair pp 546-7.
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THE MAGIC AND MYTH OF SINGAPORE

There is no doubt Singapore is perfectly located as a trading hub.
Situated just off the southernmost tip of the Malay Peninsula jutting out
into the China sea, Singapore island has to be rounded by those ships
taking the shortest route between Europe and China or India and China. It
stands at the nexus of the the main shipping routes to India, China and the
archipelago. Raffles was merely adding to the attractions of its location
when he made it a free port. Yet free trade was to become essential to the
self-perception of Singapore’s mercantile community. As every issue of
the Singapare Freg Fressproudly proclaimed just below the headline for
the ‘Prices Current’ page, “In this Port there are no Duties on Imports and
Exports and VYessels of all Nations are free of all Charges’.63

Singapore was lauded for being the first to carry out the brave new
experiment of free trade. Crawfurd in his 1828 account of his embassy to
Siam and Cochin China described Singapore as "the first settiement, in
which the principle of free trade and unshackled intercourse has been
fully and fairly acted upon in India’.64 The soldier/administrator and
orientalist Thomas Newbold dectared in 1839 that ‘The first port of
modern times, in which the principles of free-trade have been carried into
practice is Singapore’.65

Often this ‘uniqueness’ was described with recourse to the metaphor
of magic. It was ironic that, while free trade was supposed to be ‘natural’,

63 The Sirsiis Times and Singanare Jownsl af Commmerce alsocarried a similardeclaration.

84 John Crawfurd aurnal af en Embiassy rram the Governar-Genersl of ndis o the Cowris or
18 800 LOCRIEHIng EXNIOITing 8 iew of the Actusl Stete of theseXingdans(London

1828) p 967.

63 T. ). Newbold Paliticel and Statistics] Accaunt ar the British et tiamants it the Streitsof
H8lerce VIin Finong, Melsccs snd Singspara, with &8 Hislory af the /8laysn Sistas o the
Fepinsule ar fieisccs ir Nive Velkunes(London, 1839) vol |, p 290.
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its epitome, Singapore, was often spoken of in ‘supernatural’ terms. For

instance, soon after Singapore’s occupation, the £sicw?ie Jtowneiof 19
March, 1819 reported on the conclusion of Raffles’ treaty in magical
terms: The spell of Dutch monopoly, so justly reviled and detested, and
which had nearly been again established, has been dissolved by the
ethereal touch of that wand which broke in pieces the confederacy that
lately threatenad our Continental possessions’.66 The ‘ethereal wand’ here
was actually the sledge-hammer of the East India Company’s military
might. In the case of the ‘conquest’ of Singapore it had consisted of
Raffles’ squadron of four vessels - small compared to the armies of the
subcontinent but hardly ‘ethereal”.67

Raffles frequently described the effects of Singapore’s free trade
policy as ‘good magic’ counteracting the ‘bad magic’ of the Dutch. For
instance, after striking the initial treaties giving Singapore to the British
with the local Temeggong and Sultan in late January 1819 - permanent
treaties were to result in 1824 after protracted negotiations with the
Dutch - Raffles wrote a letter in which he claimed that ‘ane free port in
these seas must eventually destroy the spell of Dutch monopoly...”.68 In
another letter written about the same time he described how Singapore
could singlehandedly demolish Dutch restrictions on commerce in the
region: "the spell is broken and one independent Post under our Flag may be
sufficient to prevent the reappearance of the system of exclusive

56 Continental possessions here refers to the campaigns against the Mahrattas and Pindaris
which the Britishhadrecently undertaken on the subcontinent. The £a/cut?sfournsi9
March, 1819, quoted in Wurtzburg #&77/esp 504.

67 Boulger £ifea/RKeffies p 306.
6831 May, 1819, Raffies to Colonel Addenbrooke quoted in Wurtzburg #s7fies pp 520-521.
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monaopoly which the Dutch once exercised in these seas..’ .69 The ‘spell’

cast by the Dutch in these references is 1ike ane cast on a sleeping beauty
who must be awakened from the paralysing sleep into which she has
fallen. By inference Britain will not only awaken the sleeping beauty of
Singapore but in doing so, drive back the wilderness that has overtaken
the archipelago and restore order and prosperity again.

Ironically, the ‘good magic’ wrought by the British to counter the
‘darker arts’ of the Dutch consisted of the application of scientific
principles believed to be eminently rational. The laws of ‘economic
science’ worked so effectively that its results seemed like magic. For
example, three years and eight months after Singapore’s founding, Raffles
returned (for the first time) to the port-city and enthused: ‘The enterprise
and activity which prevails are wonderful and the effects of a free-trade
and liberal principles have operated like magic’.7C In another letter, also
written on the same trip back to Singapore, he described the
transformation in “little more than three years’ from ‘fishing village” to
‘prosperous town, containing at least 10,000 inhabitants of all nations
actively engaged in commercial pursuits which afford to all a handsome
livelihood...’. He concluded that ‘[t)his may be considered as the simple but
almost magic result of that perfect freedom of Trade which it has been
tmy good fortune to establish..”71

This rapid transformation was perhaps the main source of the
‘magic’ Raffles saw in Singapore: in 1819 he had 1eft a straggling fishing
village just nine days after landing there. In 1822 he returned.tu find the

69 Raffies to John Adams, 13 February, 1819 guoted in Wurtzburg #s#7/7es p 504. For
further instances of ‘magical metaphors’ being used to describe Singapore, see Mills &r7iish
H8layep 59; Eqerton Ku/7iesp 181; Boulger £ ifeof Ksifias pp 305-6.

70 Raffles to T. Murdoch, 4 December, 1822 in Raffles Mamei- (1835) p 531.
71 Raffles to Duchess of Somerset 11 October, 1822 in Wurtzburg A5777sp 607.
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place transformed. The burgeoning port-city’s rapid growth outstripped

the "natural’ growth expected of more organic cities and towns. It had
seemingly come from nowhere to be a booming centre of trade. its
efflorescence seemed beyond the ‘rational science’ of economics, beyond
human agency even. Free trade alone in these quotations accounts for the
supernatural phenomenon of the rise of Singapore.

Years later the permanent under-secretary of the Admiralty, John
Barrow spoke of Singapare "“which had risen like an enchantment and
become the most important station we possess in the Esstern
Archipelago’. 72 At the time, Barrow said these words while recommending
a repeat of its phenomenal success by the planting of a free port, a
‘second Singapore’ on the northern coast of Australia. Prosaic
considerations like the prime iocation of the original Singapore gave way
before & wishful belief in the ‘'magical’ efficiency of free trade.?3 There
may have been some element too, that the magic was peculiariy English,
Tatent under Dutch restrictions but unleashed through the ‘perfect liberty’
allowed their business skills in Singapore. This crediting of ‘magic’ to
English business acumen became more marked as the nineteenth century
vrore on and racial delineations became more marked. In 1887, Singapore’s
annual Christmas pantomime for children ended with lines (spoken by the
Midshipman, the hero of the play) prophesising the ongoing success of the

‘magic island":

Until our Isle, Enchanted then no more,
'will to the world be known as Singapore;

72 John Barrow to Wilmot Horton, 22 January, 1824. Colonial Office recerds 2017153,
Public Record Dffice, Landon.

73 For an overview of Barrow's involvement in the North Australian settlements see Jim
Cameron Traders, Government Officials and the Occupation of Melville Istand in 1824 7#e
Graat Cc/evol 7, no 2, October 1285.
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A Magic Island still, its Magic then,

The energy and work of Englishmen.74

SINGAPORE'S PREDECESSORS

One of the reasons Barrow recommended the establishment of a free
port on the northern coast of Australia was the fear that the Dutch were
about to establish a free port on the Western tip of New Guinea. Like all
magic, ‘free trade’ could be turned against those with whom it had
originated. Good magic could be turned into bad and used against its
original perpetrators. Contrary to the supposed universal applicability of
the doctrines of political economy and its supposedly universal benefits,
the British wanted to keep the occult power of free trade to themselves.

Paradoxically, the British derided the restrictions the Dutch put on
free trade while also expressing their anxiety that the Dutch might set up
a free port somewhere else in the Archipelago. For example, during the
French wars the Dutch had surrendered Malacca in 1796 to the British.
Under British rule Malacca had prospered as & free port. However it was
known that Malacca would be returned to the Dutch at the end of the war.
The merchants of neighbouring Penang worried that when Malacca was
returned to the Dutch, they would retain the British free trade policy, to

the detriment of Penang.?> Penang itself had been established ten years

earlier as a free trade port. If both it and Dutch Malacca were of equal
standing as free ports, it was feared Malacca would attract the custom of

74 Buckley dnecdnisl Histary ar Singsparep 788.

75 wurtzburg £5777e5 pp 57-8. After Singapore was established, some Dutch officials noted
its prosperityand urged their govemor-general Van der Capellen to follow its frae trade
example in Malacca but invain. Viekke Mussnisrsp 26 1.
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Arab and Malay traders from the Eastern Archipelago who were unwiliing

to incur the additional hazards of an extra 250 miles to the British port of
Penang.76 Ironically, the magic of British free trade only ‘worked” while

Britain had a monopoly on free trade.77

The instances of Penang and Malacca being free ports, well before
Singapore was established in 1819, contradicts Crawfurd’s and Newbold's
earlier claims that Singapore was the first free port. As we will see, free
ports preceded it in the West Indies. It was not even the first free port in
the Archipelage. It was the second or third British free port and the fourth
{(or more) ‘free’ port of any nationality in the region. The Britigh had
briefly tried to institute a free port at Balambang, an uninhabited island a
few miles off North Borneo, in 1803.78 But the maost famous free port
prior to Singapore was Penang. When Francis Light first established
Fenang in 1787 he declared it a free port.7s Bengal concurred with this
policy but pointed out that it denied them their one usual source of

76 The threat posed by Malacca and Penang to the early success of Singapore was recognised
by Thomas Prinsep, a Captain in the Bengal Corps of Engineers, who was traveiling through
Singapore on his way to Australiain the 1ate 1820s. He described early Singapore as an
"infant Hercules of commerce, which has already strangled the two snakes, Pensng and
Malacca, that thought to eat him in the cradie’ . Guoted in John Bastin (ed) 7raveiisrs’
Singapare: & Smtpaiagy(Kuala Lumpar: Oxford University Press, 1994) p 19,

77 Fear of competition was behind the unease which the establishment of the free British
port at Labuan {near Brunei) in 1846, the Dutch free port at Macassar in 1847 and Hong Kong
in 1847 created amongst Singapore merchants. See ¥ong Lin Ken The Rise of Free Ports in
the Malay Archipelaga’ and "The Trade of Singapore with China®, 4844 Svol 33, part 4,
December 1960, pp 87-105, p 129.

78 wellesley sent Farquhar to set up a naval base at Balambang. When Farquhar arrived at
Balambang he wrote a longreport which echoed the free sentiments of the founder of Penang.
Farquhar, as Francis Light before him, held that ‘a great nation which imposes the fewest
restraints upon and affords the mast liberal encouragement to the exertions of the
community, consults its own general benefit as muchas the happiness snd advantage of
individuals’. The island was abandoned by the British in 1805 when Dundas (Lord Melville) in
London became aware of what he considered to be unnecessary expenditure on a remote
outpost. Tregonning &r72/ss in Meisys p 134,

Obid p 110,
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revenue in customs and harbour duties. The Company gave Light eighteen

months to come up with an alternative source of revenue. when Light
failed to meet this dead-line they asked him far suggestions. But all
Light's suggestions for alternative taxes would have relied on an educated
and adequately paid staff which the Company never attempted to acquire
for Penang. According to Tregonning, its failure to find alternative means
by which to raise revenue meant ‘Penang, as with Singapore later, was
maintained at a 10ss by the Company for the benefit of its few employees
and the private merchants trading to China and the eastward islands’80.
The free-trade experiment of Light was ended in 1801 when the new
Lieutenant-governor of Penang imposed import and export duties 8}

According to Tregonning, Light's “declaration of a a Free Port’ made
Penang ‘unique in Southeast Asia, as it would seem the rulers of every
other river and port in that area, whether Asian or European, exacted taxes
on goods passing in and out’. However he notes that ‘The solitary exception
to this general practice was the Bugis habit, both at Macassar, until it fell
to the Dutch in 1667 and then at Rhio, of encouraging trade by nominal
customs duties, consistently levied’. Tregonning suggests the interesting
possibility that Light obtained his idea of & free port from Bugis tradition
rather than from the economic texts which had anticipated Smith such as
the pamphlets circulated by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century anti-
monopolists in England 1obbying against Company privileges. An unlearned
but very experienced trader, Light would have known of the Bugis practice
of Free Trade when, according to Tregonning, "there was no European

80 {bid p B0O.

81 |pid p 63. Penang was made a free port again when all British ports in Southeast Asia
were declared free in 1823. See Wurtzburg £&/7/&sp 617
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example to inspire him’.62

The Bugis had instituted free trade (or light and consistent port
duties and customs at least) at their ports at Macassar {Makassar) and
Rhio in the early seventeenth century.8® Bugis’ free trade was not just
some haphazard inability to collect taxes by an unsophisticated people but
part of a larger ideology of ‘freedom’. Before the Dutch East India Company
finally brought their ports under control the Bugis were one of the few
pre-colonial Malay states to institutionalise their freedoms.84 The Bugis,
the dominant people in southern Sulawesi, had ‘developed their states
relati.velg late and with little of the Indian-derived rhetoric of universal
kingship which influenced Java and Sumatra’. Each 1ocal Bugis community
acknowledged its own leader, retaining them even during the fifteenth and
sikteenth centuries when these communities were federated into larger
states. Within these federations each Bugis ‘underking’ was bound to &

82 Tregonning &ri¢ist inr eiausp 5. Tregonning seems unaware of the European examples
that already existed in the West Indies, which we will consider onpages 121 - 125 of this
chapter.

83 The Malay port of Risu was on the island of Bintan in the Riau or Rhio archipetago at the
end of the Malay archipelago near Singapore. Macassar is across the Archipelago on the
southernarm of the island of Sulawesi (or Celebes as it used to be called). On the “free trade
palicy adopted in Johor and Riau as a foil to the Dutch monopoly system’ see Jeyamalar
Kathirithamby-wells ‘Restraints on the Development of Merchant Capitalism in Southeast
Asia before ¢. 1800’ in A. Reid ed. Sowihesst Asia in the Fariy Mogerr Fre Trede, Fawearend
Leligr{thaca: Cornell University Press, 1993) p138.

84 The following argument is largely taken from Anthony Reid ‘Merdaka: the Concept of
Freedom in Indonesia’ in dsianFreadams: Ihe /088 ar Freadarm in 16 £851 8nd Saulfiesst Asie
David Kelly and Antheny Reid (eds) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
According toReid, besides the Bugis, other examples of explicitly defined freedoms and
autonomy inpre-colonial Southeast Asiaincluded the gervik e dese (‘freed villages') in
Java’s interior which were given a charter freeing them from the usual obtigatory taxes or
services to the king {p. 143) and the areng/mardeis(free people) on the upper reaches of the
Musi River in southern Sumatra: highland peoples with no king who ‘explicitly declined to
submit in even the most nominal way to the downstream ruler of Palembang’ (p 145). HR.
Wright also attributes free trade sentiments to the people of East Ceramin “The Maluccan
Spice Monopoly 1770-1824" Lewrmsl ar the Meiayen Arancs of the Raye] Asistic Sacietyvol
XXX{, Part 4, (1958), p 6.
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series of contracts and obligations to ensure he respected the ‘rights’ of

his people. During the seventeenth century both Indonesian kings and the
Dutch succeeded in subduing these kingdoms, including the Bugis state of
wajo’ in Southwest Sulawesi but only briefly.

The wajo’ chronicles written after the Bugis ‘liberation’ of 1737
make explicit that the Wajo’ people are “free from birth’. The chronicles
instruct all present and future rulers ‘not to interfere with the people’s
wishes..not to forbid the expression of opinion’, not to restrict their
travels and not to take their family, property or slaves away from them.
The kingdom of Wajo’ was from the late seventeanth century to the late
nineteenth, the main source of those seafaring entrepreneurs, the
renowned Bugis mariners who traded throughout the Indonesian
Archipelago as far west as Cambodia and as far south as Australia.
According to Anthony Reid: "There was clearly a connection between this
individual entrepreneurship and the ettachment to an ideology of freedom,
both of which were well established in the eighteenth century’.85 The
wandering Bugis had established themselves in 1722 at the end of the
Malay Peninsula at Riau. Here they were only under nominal rule by the
Malay sultans of Johore. These puppet sultans had to share most of their
guthority after 1722 with the Bugis underkings.86 These ‘Buginese princes’
on Rhio, the Dutch complained, "threw open the trade there to all and
sundry without the slightest attention to._.existing treaties between the
Metherlands East India Company and the kingdom of Johore.’ In viclation of
these treaties they "admit to Riouw [sic] not only foreign Europeans but

83 Reid ‘Merdaka’ pp 147-8.
86 Tregonning Arvtrsh inMaleysep 19.
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also smugglers of tin, pepper and other contraband goods’.57

Francis Light was impressed by the enterprising spirit of the Bugis.
When he wrote to inform Bengal that he had secured Penang he expressed
the desire that it would become a port at which "the Malays and the
Bugees[sic] will have a place of safety to come and purchase opium and
piece goods and European manufactures’.88 Crawfurd and Raffles also
admired the enterprising spirit of the Bugis although they did not mention
their tradition of free trade. Crawfurd came closest to mentioning it when
he wrote about the prosperity of Macassar before the Dutch invaded in
1660:

.. the enterprising state of Macassar ..[with] the convenience of
the port and the energy of the government attached to it, during
the period it flourished, a cansiderable commerce and we discover
the native traders of the Archipelago, the European nations and the
maritime nations of continental Asis resorting to it as a grest

emporium.89

Crawfurd wrote of the "Waju” as he called them in his Aistary af the indien
Arehipalsgasaying that the ‘people of Celebes are now the most
considerable and enterprising of the navigators of the Indian islands and
among them the Bugis of Waju are the most distinguished’. After
recounting where they lived he said that ‘from the analogy of other

87 “Trade in the Straits of Malacca: a Memorandum by P.G. de Bruijn, Governor of Malacca’
{1786) Translated from the Dutch by Brian Harrison 43745 vol 26, Part 1, 1933. p 56.
In 17684 the Dutch attacked Riau, drove the Bugis out, and installed a Resident, a garrison
and high customs and port duties for non-Dutch shipping.

B8 Straits Settiements Factory Records, vol 1, Captain Light to Bengal, 23 January, 1786.
Quoted inTregonning Fr7trah i ideiaysp 38.

89 Crawfurd #Fstary|l, p B89.
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situations we may safely infer, that a territory which has given rise to so

much comparative civilization, and so much mercantile enterprise is a
land of considerable fertility’ which was high praise indeed from an
environmentalist like Crawfurd.9¢

Raffles was so convinced of the natural suitability of the Bugis to
free trade that when he tried to establish an intermediary class of
Buginese officers to control the ‘natives’ in the Out-Residencies of
Benkulen, their duties included control and management of the bazaars and
responsibility “for the roads, bridges and ferries..and for preventing any
undue exaction or restriction which can in any way interfere with the
freedom of trade’. ! However despite this recognition of Bugis enterprise,
their tradition of free ports seemed to slip from European memory.
Bickmore reported in 1869, without a trace of irony, that "In 1847
Macassar was made a free port in imitation of Singapore’.52

Perhaps the longest-standing British predecessors to Singapore as
‘free ports’ were the free ports of the West Indies. Dominica and Jamaica
had been made free ports in 1768 in order to capture the commerce of
Spanish America.®3 These British colonies in the west Indies were well
known in Singapore and frequently mentioned in its newspapers. But in
Singaporean eyes the continued presence of slavery in the West Indies
resulted in the discounting of their ports as truly free. The distinction

90 Crawfurd Arsiaryill, p 149,

91 Quoted in Bastin Alstrve Falicies ar Kerfiesp 107. Raffles wanted to undermine the power
of the 1ocal chiefs so he imported Buginese to take over their roles. Bastintalks about how
different this was fraom his policy in Java where Raffles had ‘aimed at reducing the power of
the Regents [native rulers] and establishing a strong, centralised European Government
acting directly with the peasants..”.In Sumatra, on the other hand, the ‘natives” were
deemed not to be ready for direct European rule and it was the Bugis who were to introduce
‘the disciplined stage’. Ibid pp 98-99.

92 Albert Bickmore Frevalsinithefsest indienArchipe/sgo1869. (Reprinted Singapore:
Oxford University Press,1991) p 103.

93 Drayton Asiure s Gavernment p 92,
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between free trade and free men was deliberately blurred in the search

for market-share®4. There was competition between the East and West
Indies in the British market where they were trying to sell the same
products, such as sugar and coffee. In this competition Singapore was
aligned with all things ‘free’ and the West Indies were presented as its
antithesis. In the debate with the West Indies the British merchants of
Southeast Asia were able to overlook their differences with the agency
houses of British India and the East India Company. When the context was
the respective advantages of the East and wWest Indies, a strategic alliance
was struck between all parties covered by the term ‘East Indies’ which
stood for both British India and the British settlements in Southeast Asia.
Up until the mid-nineteenth century the British ports in the West
Indies enjoyed preferential tariffs on the export of their produce ta
Europe. The debates concerning sugar and coffee duties in the second
quarter of nineteenth century linked these colonial preferences to the
difference between slave-grown and free-grown produce. According to
historian Arthur Redford: “the main conflict was between the West Indian
and East Indian interests, and in this conflict the Lancashire merchants
were active on the East indian side’. The Lancashire merchants, hoping to
develop a large market in India, realised that in order to pay for for their
manufactured goods the Indian peasant had to be encouraged to cultivate
cash, export crops such as cotton, indigo, coffee and sugar. To the large-
scale cultivation of these commaodities in India there was, however a

94 Free trade and free labour were not only synonymous in Singapore. Seymour Drescher
talks about how ‘many taboos of British society were violated by the [slavery] system. The
first was the market itself’. Its growing incompatiblity with post-Smithian notions canbe
seen when the stave trade was described in 1790 as ‘ & /ika/ om Lhe CHoroctar ar camimercs .
Although by the nineteenth century West Indian interests were also using free trade
arguments to defend slavery. However as Drescher says the ‘stain” was ‘all the deeper
because Britishcapitalists were the single largest polluters of the moral order of the
marketplace’. Seymour Drescher LBRIIBI1S BIG Mt ISTavery, Byt ish Nabilisat ion Jn
Lompsrsirva Farspactiva(London: Macmillan Press, 1986) p 163.
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serious barrier in the heavier duties imposed on East Indian as compared

with West Indian produce. Proceedings of the meetings of the Manchester
Chamber of Commerce throughout the 1620s and early 1330s, as well as
their 1821 petition on sugar duties consistently linked anti-slavery
sentiments with the espousal of free trade in ‘East Indig’.95

A similar link was made in the Simganare Chroniciein 1827. The
article ‘Importance of the Trade to the East Indies’, contained a long
extract from the Appendix 21 of the Report of the Anti-Slavery Society. It
quoted the Anti-slavery Society as saying, in remarkably economic terms,
that:

At a time when the manufacturing districts in this country[Britain]
are suffering most heavily for want of a market for their goods, it
is of great importence that we should be fully awere of the vast
field which India opens for our relief, and of which we are only
prevented from availing ourselves, to an extent almost unlimited
by the heavy duties upon imports from the East Indies, beyond what
gre 1aid on similar articles from the West Indies.

It then gives the Anti-Slavery society’s long 1ist of examples of greater
duties on East Indian products such as sugar, coffee, cocoa, turmeric, rum

95 Arthur Redford Meschastiar Merchanls snd Farelgn Trede /794~ 1858 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1934) p 144 For exampies of {wo other volieys fired in the
debate between the East and west indies see James Cropper ‘Letters addressed to William
wilberforce, M.P. recommending the encouragement of the cultivation of sugar in our
dominions in the East Indies as the natural and certain means of effecting the total and
general abolition of the slave-trade’ (London 1822), and Charles Patton Emancipsiion of the
Neagro Sleves i the West indion Lofonies Lonsioarad \with Reference ia Fts impalicy 8md
Injustica in Answer ta Ny Wilkeriores 5 dapas] ty the Apthor af W Gletement af the L16i71s
pf the Wast Ingie Calaries to 8 Frotacting Duty Agsinst 85t indie Suger (London 1 822). On
west Indies slavery compared to the ‘free’ East Indies see Singepore Chrovwicig 14 August,
1828.
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cotten, mahogany and hides compared to their West Indian counterparts.

Economics are fused with morality as the article quotes the Anti-slavery
society's claim that Britons pay the duties ‘imposed upon this country, to
enable the planter of the West Indies to continue the ruinous system of
slave cultivation (which without such support, he would long ago have
been forced to abandon)”. In conclusion, the Siwegsnare &bramicie gives the
Anti-Slavery Society's estimation of how much the West Indies cost the
British government to maintain in 1824 ('one million 600 1,000 pounds’).96

Anti-slavery activists insisted that the West Indies ‘possessed the
menopoly of the Home market’ in Britain because of the low duties they
enjoyed in comparison to high duties imposed on the same produce coming
fram British colonies in the East.97 |n the Eastern colonies opposition to
this ‘'monopoly’ was fused with opposition to slavery. Adam Smith provided
the economic arguments against slavery as he had against monopolies.
¥ith regard to slavery Smith had argued that “the work done by slaves...is
in the end the dearest of any’.98 Not only did the slave-owner have to pay
for the “wear and tear of a siave’, while that of ‘a free servant is at his
own expense’®?, but slaves had no incentive to work hard or make

improvemeants:

A person who can acquire no property, can have no other interest but
to eat as much, and to labour as little as possible. Whatever work he
does beyond what is sufficient to purchase his own maintenance,
can be squeezed out of him by violence only, and not by any interest

98 Singapore Chranicie S July, 1827.

97 Joseph Bediam 4 Review of the L6160 Fropased Heassure for the Reguction of the Duties on
Sugsr, s0F8 85 71 Relstes ta Slavery snd the Sisve Trags(London, 1841) p 13.

98 Smith MA111.ii.9) p 387,
99 Smith mv(1.viii.41) p 96.
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of his own. 100

Echoes of Smith’s arguments against slavery can be heard when Crawfurd
said ‘wherever the services of freemen may be obtained on nearly the
same terms, the obvious disutility of slavery becomes evident’. 10t That
such arguments were strikingly commercial in tone rather than moral did
nhot bother the abolitionists. The anti-slavery orator, Cropper, defended
the ‘principle of competition as & legitimate Anti-Slavery argument’ by
arquing that "if a beneficent Creator has inseparabiy connected interest
and duty’ it would be presumptuous to call it ‘an impure association’.102
The economic advantages of free labour were such that the

abolitionists believed free and open ‘competition between free and slave

100 gmith mv11ii.9, pp 387-3868.

181 Crawfurd #7séory |11, pp. 42-43. For other criticisms of slavery see Marsden Astaryp
213, p 253, 273, pp 216-217, p 316; Raffles Histaryl, pp 77-79, 129, 151, 202-203, p
225, p 233, 262 and !l Appendix; memoirs p 79, p 145, p 232; Anderson Assion ia the
Lost Cassi of Sumetrep 128, pp 296-299; Symes Embassy la lhe Kingdam af dyep 123.

102 Cropper quoted in Bedlam, Aeview of Uhe Froposed Messure 7ar the Ragicliar ar the
Lyiias an Sugerp 16. Bedlam quotes Crawfurd’s Hisiory ar the 1aoian Archipelsgaon the
cost of growing sugar with Javanese "free’ labour{p 39). Just in case Divine Intervention
failed to coalesce with market forces there was alsoa popular movement wasorganised in
the 1ate 1820s to ‘discourage the use of West Indian sugar, seceuse it 15 msoe by 5ieves and
use as ‘a substitute the sugar of the East Indies, Because 78t the boycotters argued ‘is the
produce of freelsiowy” . This popular sentiment was cited by George Saintsbury in his 1829
pamphlet f&s? ingis Slevery(p 3). Saintsbury, a spokesman for West Indian interests, argued
against this boycott on the grounds that it would, amongst other things, ‘deny them(west
indians] a vent for their produce’ and they would starve(p 4) indicating of how widely
accepted were the ideas of Classical political economy. He also argued, along Ricardianlines,
that the ‘British labourer’ worked ‘for a subsistence’ in contrast to the ‘wWest indian
labourer’ who received ‘in return for his labour, ample food, adequate clothing, a
comfortable home, proper medicines..’ {pp 37-38). This supports Drescher’'s argument that
the slave traders as well as the abolitionists coulduse liberal economic theory. See Drescher
Lopitalian sndAntisiaveryp 180. Supporters of slavery could also use the discourse of
improvement. Saintsbury inverted the intention of reports such as Charles Grant’s on the
"State of Society amang the Asiatic Subjects of Great Britain’ (in which Grant argued for a
greater concentration on the ‘moral improvement’ of india by such measures as more
missignaries) to show that upper castes’ oppression of lower castes was a form of slavery
(pp 6-31) and therefore ‘East India’ was no better than the West Indies.
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labour” was oll that was needed to drive slavery out of the marketplace.103

Free labour was so much more efficient and effective that once the West
Indian ‘monopaly of the Home Market’ was demolished East Indian products
would naturally dominate. In shielding the Caribbean slavers from direct
competition with the products of free labour, their ‘mnnapuig was
considered by abolitionists generally as one of the principal obstacles to
agricultural improvement, to colonial prosperity, and to the general
interests of freedom’. 104

Crawfurd in his A/stary directly compared the cost of producing the
same commodities in the East and West Indies. Javanese Coffee for
example is cheaper than its West Indian counterpart because of Java’s
cheaper land and cheaper ‘free’ labour: “In a state of fair trade, and with
equal duties in the markets of Europe it is evident ehough from this that
the the produce of the West India islands..would stand no chance of

competition with that of Java’.'05 Jamaican sugar, Crawfurd estimates to

be “125 per cent dearer than Java sugar’.196 |n both cases he believes
Eastern production could out-strip that of the West Indies if only the
Dutch would allow that “the culture should be completely free and
unshackled and that no injudicious impost should be levied upon it’. 107
Raffles was also willing to pit the free labour of the East against the
unfree labour of the West Indies. When he returned to Bencoolen after
establishing Singapore, he wrote in 1820 that he would ‘introduce the
cultivation and manufacture of sugar on the same principle as the West

103 Joseph Bedlam . Review ar the Frapased Messure for the Reguction of the fhsiias an
Suger, s¢ 18 85 Jl Kelgtes la Slevery end the Sieve Trade(London , 1841),p 12.

104 Bedlam A Feview af the Froposed Messure for the Reduction of the Duti6s on Kugar, p
17.

103 Crawfurd Mstary 1), p 377.
106 |bid p 379.

107 |bid p 375. See also p 379.
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Indies’, with the difference that the free labour available around

Bencoolen was much cheaper than that of the West Indies. He predicted
a sugar-work may be established here at less than one-sixth of the
expense which must be incurred at Jamaica...our soil is superin'r,
our climate bettar .. The negroes would there [Jamaica] cost ten or
twelve thousand pounds more, while here labourers may be
pbtained on contract, or by the month, with a moderate advance, at

wages not higher than necessary for their subsistence.108

It is hotable that not once in their writings comparing the East and West
Indies did Southeast Asian administrators such as Raffies and Crawfurd or
the Straits newspapers mention the ‘free ports' of the West Indies. In
contrast to the heightened awareness of Singapore’s status as a free port,
the equivalent ports in the West Indies which gave an equal ‘freedom’ from

duties and tariffs were overlookad.

SUSTAINING THE MAGIC

There was a dark underside to the image of Singapore as the freest
(in every sense of the word) of free ports. It was an underside that was in
part caused by the very ‘freedom’ of the place. For the identification of
Singapore with free trade, raised the question, especially in the minds of
the East india Company officials in Bengal, of how to raise revenue. How
was a port-city to pay for itself if it charged no port dues or tariffs? As
we saw, to identify free trade as the essence of Singapore vas in part a
strategy by the British mercantile community for evading taxes. But apart
fram customs duties Singapore had few other ways of raising money.

108 Bencoolen he said had to be developed agriculturallybecause it was "shut out from the
general trade of the Eastern Isiands’ due to its rough surf and want of anchorage. Raffies
Mermair, Raffles to the Duke of Somerset, Bencoolen, 20 August, 1820, p 466.
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There was no income tax and hardly any agricultural land on which to

charge rent.

At times the mercantile community seemed to almost argue that the
port city had no taxable features at all. The Simggrare Free Frass quoted
Crawfurd’s argument against port duties at Singapore, that they should
not be charged because that would be like taxing a floating ship: "the place
15 @ mere Depot for merchandise in Transit and duties ought no more to be
thought than levying them on a ship at sea in a particular latitude and
longitude’.10% Thig perhaps was the most magical trick of all desired by
the merchants: making Singapore float with no obvious means of support.
The Tiberal dream of enjoying an orderly economy and infrastructure under
the protection of a supportive government without paying taxes was to be
realised in Singapore. If we mix our metaphors for 8 moment, Crawfurd’s
image of Singapore as a "floating’ island, suggested the magician’s trick in
which a lady floats without any visible means of support. However with
this particular trick you did not have to ook very hard to see the strings
attached.

Singapore, that urban epitome of freedom, was largely sustained on
the back of the coolie labourer and his addictions. Although it was the
proud boast of its British administrators that labour ‘flocked’ to
Singapore instead of being forced, it was not free but indentured ‘coolie’
labour. We will look more closely at its unfree nature in the chapter on
labour. For the time being let us consider the Chinese 1abourer as the main
source of revenue in Singapore and elsewhere in the Straits Settlements
where the British farmed out gambling, opium and Tiquor licences. The
first two, gambling and opium, were items of overwhelmingly Chinese
consumption and for much of Singapore's history the most important of

108 Singapore Free Fress9 Janusry, 1836.
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these was opium. The preparation, distribution, and consumption of opium

was an integral part of the economy of Singapore. According to Carl
Trocki, apium

was not only part of the system of labour exploitation but actually
made the system work to the profit of the shopkeepers, the secret
societies, the revenue farmers and the colonial government. Opium
was the grand ‘common interest’ of the Anglo-Chinese elite of
Singapore. For the labourers it was both the worst thing and the best

thing available to them.

Although opium was addictive ‘and habituated consumers were ready to
sacrifice first their profits, then their 1abour, and finally their lives and
futures to obtain it’, according to Trocki, it also ‘'made them insensitive
to the long-term damage their exhausting labour was doing to their
bodies’. Trocki adds that ‘in an environment so deprived it was virtualiy
the labourers’ only source of pleasure’. 110

The official mechanism for profiting from opium consumption was
the ‘'opium farm’, which gave the ‘farmer’ a monopoly for the retail sale of
prepared opium to the population of Singapore. Licences for these
monopolies were “farmed out’ or sold to the highest bidder by the
government. Much like today’s liquor and casino licences it was a way of
both containing “vice” and making money from it. Raffles disapproved of
cpium but he was prepared to raise revenue from it in Singapore. Whereas
in Java he had lamented the ‘malignant influence’ of opium and berated the
Dutch for allowing a 'paltry addition to their finances to outweigh all

10 carl A. Trocki &pium snd Empire: Chinese Sociaty inCalanisl Singspare 1800-1910
{Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990) p 67.
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regard to the ultimate happiness and prosperity of the country™! 114n

Singapore he hoped that the junk-trade would increase the sale of opium
in China and the Archipelago.112 while Raffles forbade the licensing of
gambling farms in Singapore he let the opium trade continue and supported
the retention of the opium monopoly. The taxes paid on opium were
profitable as well as acting as a deterrent. Crawfurd estimated in his
Dictiangry that opium in Singapore paid an annual ‘impost of 30,000 /'and
explained that under the British, opium ‘consumption is restricted by

heavy taxation’.113

Crawfurd downplayed the deleterious effects of opium describing it
as ‘the substitute of the Indian islanders for wine and spirits’. 114 He
defended the British dominance of the opium trade saying: There is ‘no
more foundation for saying we poison and demoralise the nations we
supply with this drug, than there would be for asserting that the French by
supplying the other nations of Europe with wines and brandies, inflicted
upon them similar injuries’. He deemed the opium trade to be ‘one with

which the moralist or the legislator has no pretence for interference’. 113

Crawfurd was the ‘resident’ in charge of Singapore from 1823 until
1826. In contrast to Raffles, he took the same liberal attitude to gambling
as he did to opium. Crawfurd insisted that gambling was so0 ingrained in
the Chinese character that it was pointless to try and outlaw it. Ina
letter written when he was Resident of Singapore to Fort William,

111 Rarfies Aistery|, pp 102-103.

112 wong Lin Ken The Trade of Singapore’ J4YF&d Svol 33, part 4, December 1960, pp 27~
28, pp 114-115.

113 crawfurd Sictiansrypp 313-314,

114 Crawfurd #/staryill, p 72. The Singapore press agreed with Crawfurd and 8lso
represented its increased use among the ‘lower classes in England’ as no bad thing. See ‘Use
of Opium in England’ Smg8nare Freé Fréess, 23 May, 1839.

115 crawfurd Jawwsl of an fmbessy ta Siampp 561-563.
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Crawfurd argued ‘Gaming licences’ had been sbolished by Sir T. Raffles’

due to:

a belief that to licence gaming was to encourage the vice, and that
the Revenue which Government received from this source must
necessarily be obtained at the expense of the morals of the people

and therefore unworthy of the character of Government. 116

However, Crawfurd’s source of moral legitimacy was different from
Raffles. Not only did Crawfurd srgue that the ‘passion for Gaming
pervades all ranks’ of “the Chinese and Malays’ and was “incurable’, but he
also argued that there was a difference between Chinese and Europeans in
the “character’ of “the vice’. For the Chinese, gaming facilitates labour
rather than hinders it: it is “an amusement and recreation which the most
industrious of them are accustomed to resort to’ especially as they have
'no holidays and scarcely any Amusements besides...’. Even laws in China
itself proscribing ‘Gaming’ did not prove that gambling was not an
innately Chinese activity. Such laws, Crawfurd said, were ‘scarcely more
valid than [the Chinese] interdiction of foreign Trade and Emigration to
the disregard of which’ Singapore owed its ‘principal’ trade in opium and
its “most numerous and industrious class’, the Chinese. Like the ‘valid’
free trade in opium and the free flow of labour he infers gambling is
natural, necessary and if unimpeded, beneficial. ‘Gaming’ is not only
inherent in the Malay and especially the Chinese populations, but to
attempt prohibit it would be to interfere with the natural order of things

116 Crawfurd to Swinton, 15th July, 1823, National Library of Singapore, NL 59, vol L:19,
Raffles Letters to Singapore, p 162.
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on which any rational economy should be based.’?

In a 1838 Singspore Free Frassarticle Crawfurd argued that of all
taxes, taxes on gambling and other "luxeries’ (such as opium) were most
suited to the Straits Settlements:

The least burthensome, the most productive, and the most suitable
sources of revenue in the circumstances of the Straits Settiements,
are excise duties on objects of luxury, or vitisus enjoyment,
coliected on the Farming principle.

In the same article he boasts that during his administration of Singapore,
‘by restoring the tax on gaming’ the revenue rose and "covered the whole
civil and military charges of the settlement’. 118 That the revenue he
raised in this way was paid almost solely by the Chinese did not concern
Crawfurd nor other administrators who earned most of their revenue
from Chinese gambling and opium consumption.

Later administrators pointed out that the burden of taxation fell on
the Asian population, especially the Chinese, while the Europeans paid not
more than one-tenth of the revenue.!!9 The Governor of the Straits
Settlements in 1869, Sir Harry Ord, found that it was 'an axiom’ that "the
Furopean community’ could not be asked to ‘contribute more than a small
portion of their share of the revenue of the Settlements’.120 There was
putrage when taxes were proposed that would have to be paid by
Europeans. In 1845, for example, the Sirs/ts Fimes complained that a

117 |pid pp 162~ 163. See also the Minute of the Resident of Penang which condemned bans on
gaming as ‘English ideas’ applied out of context. National University of Singapore, Straits
Settlement Reel 6322, Penang Consultations, A. 13. Appendix no 1, 26 February 1816.

118 7pe Singspore Frea Fress 11 October, 1838.
119 wong Lin Ken ‘The Trade of Singapore’' p 182, p 144,
120 |pid p 193.
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proposed tax “on fermented and spirited Tiquor will fall entirely on

Europeans’ in the Straits Settiements. The article argued that such a tax
would not be within the limits of what was defined as ‘revenue’ by
political economy and explained that ‘these liguors, rightly or wrongty’
have become “articles of necessity... the greater proportion of Europeans
in India are in the Company’s service and to lay additional burdens on

them is in reality to reduce their pay’ 12!

PERPETUATING THE MYTH

It is highly probable that both Crawfurd and Raffles were aware of
previous free ports such as Penang, those in the West |ndies and probably
those operated under the Bugis in the Archipelago. Why then did they say
‘Singapaore’ was the first truly free port? And why did Crawfurd and
Newbold not acknowiedge these previous free ports in the archipeiago
(both British and Bugis) in their praises of Singapore’s ‘primacy’? Penang
especially was well-known and its early success, before it had port duties
or competition from Singapore, was attributed to Light’s palicy. Crawfurd
inhis History ar the ingren dresipelago praises Light’s policy and
Penang’s other free traders. After listing European establishments in
Southeast Asian history which floundered on their own mercantile greed
(looked at in the 1ast chapter) he points out that Penang is an exception.
His list of mercantile failures does ‘not include Prince of wales Island,

because’ he explains

it was not established on monopoly principles. It was formed

121 ‘Indian Import Duties’ Sireits Times and Singepere Jouwnsl of Convmerce, 29 July,
1845. Crawfurd’s tax on gaming in Singapore was overturned after his Residency there.
Licenses were no langer given out and gambling itself was prohibited.
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chiefly by two private merchants and may be tooked upon as the

first European settlement ever made in the Indian Archi pelago on

principles of true wisdom and liberality!22,

why then did Crawfurd also dectare Singapore to be the first free
trade port in the archipelago? Certainly it can not have been the fan-fare
with which Raffles announced the policy at Singapare. It does not even
appear as If Raffles believed it would last for long, perhaps no longer than
it had at Penang. It was only later that Raffles was seen as instituting the
policy in accordance with political economy. Free trade in Singapore came
to be seen as embodying both the British love of science and freedom. In
contrast to the Bugis ports it was a free &ritrisspart. Therefore it was not
based on tradition, custom or ‘native’ guile, but rational enlightenment.
And in comparison to the previous British attempts at free ports at
Penang, Malacca and Balambang, Singapore was the most successful and
longest-lived of all the free trade experiments performed thus far.

Furthermore Singapore, unlike the free ports of the West Indies, was
unsullied by connections with slavery. In the campaign against
preferential tariffs for the West indies, Eastern interests were happy to
elide the different kinds of 'freedom’. Free ports and free labour merged
into a general evocation of ‘freedom’, with Singapore as its most concrete
embodiment.

Perhaps another reason for the claims that Singapore was the ‘first’
was that Singapore was established at a time when free trade was
beginning to be frequently talked about in the British Parliament and in
the colonial press. The principles of Adam Smith and the Lancashire lobby

122 Crawfurd Histary)tl, p 242, Raffles also made an exception of Fenang in his general
criticisms of ‘English’ conduct ‘towards the Malayan nations’. His criticisms he said were
‘not intended to apply to the traders of Pinang (Prince of Wales’s Island) who are in general
well~-informed and most honourable in their dealings..’ Raffles Arsiary|, p 231.
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groups had entered common parlance by the time Raffles landed in 1819 to

claim the island. The four years of protracted negotiations with the Dutch
which followed, saw commissions of inguiry set up into the ‘Eastern
trade’ and intensive lobbying by interest groups such as the Manchester
Chamber of Commerce. The Navigation Acts and Corn Laws were also being
debated in the British Parliament at this time. Both Corn and MNavigation
legislation were seen as the outmoded remnants of a seventeenth-century
pratectionist structure which sought to control shipping, commerce and
the colonies as well as the food supply. The Navigation Acts legislated
that all goods arriving at parts in England be carried by English ships, as
well as all goods carried from or to English colonies. While Adam Smith
favoured the Navigation Acts as necessary for Britain’s defence!23 hig
disciples tended to see these acts as yet another unnecessary interference
by the government which conferred unfair benefits on British ship-
builders and ship owners. They were repealed in 1849.124

The Corn laws, which resulted in a sliding scale of tariffs applied to
imports of foreign wheat depending on domestic prices, were seen as part
of a wider range of prohibitions and tariffs which impeded the flow of
goods into and out of Britain. The idea that British corn - that is, wheat -
producers should be protected in order to keep Britain independent of
foreign supplies of its major food-stuff was hotly debated by “free-
traders” and those wha represented them in Parliament such as the
‘Radicals’ or ‘Utilitarians’. Radical arguments against protection, such as
increased costs to consumers, saw major economic thinkers such as Adam

123 while Smith believed the Navigation Acts were ‘not favourable to foreign commerce or
to..that opulence which can arise from it’, he reasoned that the carrying trade supplied the
navy with crewmen and since ‘defence...is of much more importance than opulence, the act of
navigation is, perhaps, the wisest of all the commercial reguiations of England.” ~A/(
iV.11.30) p 464-5,

124 Anthony Howe Free Trada snd L ibers! Englend 1346- 1 945(0xford: Claredon Press,
1997)p 2.
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Smith and Ricardo - who himself was a member of parliement and leader

of the Radicals - frequently quoted in Parliamentary debates.

In the midst of this Singapore came into being. Its supposed
uniqueness tay in its exemplifying what was then so widely discussed and
advocated in Britain. Its success seemed to prove the rightness of
political economy. It was the exotic, bustling embodiment of the
disembodied, dry “science’ of Smith and Ricardo, a science furthermore
that was regarded as native to Britain. Singapore was the city which
showed the "unigue’ trading spirit of the British who were, “to their great
honour, of all people, the Teast subject to wretched spirit of monopoly.’125
Its praises as a haven for free trade in the midst of Dutch monopolies
were sung particularly by the British merchants who came to reside there.

Free trade had become an unassailable virtue and Singapore its most
visible Eastern embodiment. The British colonial world was dazzled by the
"‘magic’ of Singapore and attributed to its version of free trade rising
levels of civitization in all who came under its speil. The next chapter on
‘Commerce’ will continue the focus on political economy's idealised self-
image when it congiders in more detail how international commerce was
thought to be a civilizing force.

125 CR Fay 7we Loy Livs ang Socisl Fnglend Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1932} p 8.
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Chapter Three

VEHICLES OF IMPROVEMENT: COMMERCE,
POPULATION AND COLONIZATION

while the first two chapters looked at mercantilism and its
antithesis - free trade - this chapter will ook at the general idea of
international commerce. |t was an idea which received far more attention
from Smith than free trade. While free trade amounted to the absence of
government interference (and in practice a ‘free port’), the idea of
international trade or commerce was developed more substantiaily by
Smith and later by Ricardo. Both of them argued that commerce bestowed
myriad benefits both material and social. The doctrines of the palitical
sconomist, Robert Thomas Malthus, will also be introduced in this chapter.

Malthus was the next major political economist, after Smith, to be
used by most colonial administrators in Southeast Asia. His ‘population
principle’ presented a challenge ta the general optimism of Smithian
political economy. In Malthus, the benefits bestowed by commerce could
be undone by a population explosion, resulting in famine and misery.
However, as we will see, the adaptation of Malthus’ ‘population principle’
ta Southeast Asia was yet another example of how political economy could
be changed to suit the purposes of its colonial adherents. In colonial texts,
Malthus’ ‘population principle’ was used in triumphalist projections of
population increase under British rule. It could also be used to estimate
what the population ‘ought’ to be and to prompt calls for colonization to
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make up for the perceived lack of people. The topic of colonization,

especially Crawfurd’s plans for large-scale British colonization, will
return this chapter to the theme of commerce. |n Crawfurd’s texts,
colonization was depicted as both extending the market for British
commodities and reinforcing the civilization commerce was expected to

bring.

IMPROYING THE CUSTOMER

For the most part the British in Southeast Asia presenied their
commercial activities as not simply garnering profit but also spreading
civilizatien and ‘improvement’. when Raffles criticized the restrictions
the Dutch colonial government placed on Southeast Asian trade he saw
himself as defending commerce in general. He spoke of the damage done by
Dutch restrictions to the indigenous trade in the region as causing “the
loss of that commerce which may be said to be as much the growth of the

country as any of its indigenous plants”.!

The British in Southeast Asia, perhaps not unexpectedly, tended to
stress Smith’s doctrines concerning trade and commerce, gspecially
commerce between countries, even though Smith himself had put

agriculture first, before international trade.2 They also tended to ignore
Smith’s ‘natural’ sequence of trade which started with the ‘nome trade’
(‘purchasing’ and ‘selling’ in different parts “of the same country’y, then
foreign trade ("purchasing foreigh goods for home consumption’) and lastly

1 Raffles_irstary 1, p193.

2 Smith inthe ives/is ar Metiapsmaintained that agriculture gave the most profitable retums
and that of ‘all the ways in which a capital can be employed it is by far the most
advantageous to society’ (1Lv.12). This gave agriculture priority in his natural sequence of
investment: ‘According to the natural course of things... the greater part of the capital of
every growing society is, first, directed to agriculture, afterwards to manufactures, and
last of all to foreign commerce”. { A¥111.1.8, p 380).
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the carrying trade {‘carrying the surplus produce of ane foreign country to

another’).3 British merchants in Southeast Asia necessarily inverted this
seguence, ignoring the ‘unnaturalness’ of their activities within Smith’s
framewark and instead concentrated on how they obeyed his dictates
regarding free trade and commerce.

In a notable exception, Smith’s ‘natural’ sequence of home-trade
before foreign-trade, was alluded to by the soldier-author, John Begbie,
but in such a way that it made inter-island trade within the Dutch East
Indies equivalent to the ‘home trade’ and it was the Dutch who violated
the natural order. Begbie in his book 7he Malsysen Feninsi/e describes hovy
the Dutch government at Malacca in 1818 raised import and export taxes
at Rhio on both Dutch and foreign vessels. Not only did they ignore the
‘fundamental principle of political economy’ that “the road to wealth does
hot lie in immoderate duties’, they treated one of their East Indies
colonies as if it was a separate country. Begbie explains that "Java and
Rhio being constituent portions of the same government, the international
import duties should have been very light..to encourage the growth of
commerce between these two ports’ especially as Java ‘'was the principal
mart for Rhio produce’. Begbie footnotes this with a long quotation
explaining Adam Smith’s natural sequence of trade:

Commerce is of three kinds: the home trade, the foreign trade, and
the carrying trade. The home trade is of all others the most
advsntageous. In the exchange, which takes place here, both the
commodities, whose value is raised, belong to the same country
and consequently a double benefit accrues to the society. The
returns also, of such a commerce are much more guick. with the

3 gmith #il.y.24) p 368.
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same capital therefore, a much greater number of transactions

will take place at a given time.4

Here, Rhio is the equivalent of the Dutch Indies ‘home trade’ and in the
‘natural’ course of things the Dutch should be sncouraging its growth,
before they move onto foreign trade. In Begbie’s eyes they are confounding
the ‘home’ and "foreign’ trades, to their own detriment. Once again it is
the Dutch who are perverting the ‘natural’ system of political economy.
Raffles inadvertently followed Smith’s 'natural’ order when he first
insisted on the agricultural nature of the Javanese in his A/stary aF Jeve
before switching his emphasis to foreign trade in later publications. As
we saw in the last chapter, after the British gqovernment perfunctorily
handed Java back to the Dutch, Raffles seems to have gradually accepted
that the East India Company did not want control of large swathes of
territory. In his publications at least, he changed his tactics to advocating
influence through ‘commerce’ - an influence which he depicted the ‘native’
‘customer’ as wanting. Hoping his schemes would prove mote acceptabie to
the East India Company, Raffles shifted from dangling visions of vast
populations of revenue-paying cultivators in front of their eyes to
enticing them with hordes of potential customers. Furthermore, he had it
on the authority of political economists that commerce bestowed moral
legitimacy because of its improving function. Britain would be exercising
its influence more legitimately and cheaply through ‘commerce’. Rafflies

4 Beghie, MelayanFanins/e p 333. Even though Begbie does not cite the source of the quote
it most Yikely came from McCulloch who paraphrased Smith and other economists in various
glosses on political economy in the earty 19thcentury, many of which contained passages
similar tothis one. 1t is difficult to tell which work of McCulloch’s isbeingquotedhere ashe
reprintediarge sections of his own writingindiffarent books and articles, sometimes
amendad, sometimes not. As Poovey comments: ‘one of McCulloch’s major theoretical texts
is a5 good as any other’. Poovey Fec/(p 380, n 56). For the original passage in Smith on the
‘unnaturalness’ of this sort of inversion see MAWIIv.31)p 372
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moved his gaze from the political economy of land to that of commerce.

Like most of his colleagues Raffles began to concentrate on the many
positive benefits international commerce was thought to bestow.

Despite his agricultural and domestic bias, Adam Smith had praised
the benefits of commerce. |t 1ed to greater material wealth through the
division of labour according to each country’s special talents. As Smith
sald in his feciures an lusiice Falice, Kevenve snd Arms(1763):

All commerce that is carried on betwixt any two countries must
necessarily be advantageous to both. The very intention of
commerce is to exchange your own commodities for others which
you think will be convenient for you. When two men trade between
themselves it is undoubtedly for the advantage of both. . The case is

exactly the same betwixt any two nations.>

AS we saw in the last chapter, international commerce benefited nations
by carrying out the surplus of one country and bringing ‘back in return for
it something else for which there is a demand.’® It 12d to an international
division of labour whereby each country does that which ‘their
geographical situation, the physical capacities of the soil, their national
characters and habits fit them to excel.’?

in contributing to this international division of labour, commerce
ensured the best distribution of labour and capital. It also contributed to
international peace and harmony, as each nation became dependent on
other nations. Ricardo waxed 1yrical about the natural rightness of

< Adam Smith £ actures andusiice, Palice, Kevenuve and Arms(1763) ed by E. Cannan {1896)
p 204,

6 Smith HMIV.I.31) p 446.
7 JR.McCulloch quoted in Poovey #ec?p 303.
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unfettered international trade. It was, Ricardo said,

important to the happiness of mankind that our enjoyments should
be increased by the better distribution of labour, by each country
producing those commodities for which by its situation, its
climate, and its other natural or artificial advantages it is adapted,
and by their exchanging them for the commodities of other
countries as that they should be augmented by a rise in the rate of
profits; while, by increasing the general mass of productions it
diffuses general benefit and binds together, by one common tie of
interest and intercourse the universal society of nations throughout

the civilised world.8

Ricardo formulated a concept of ‘comparative costs’ {(also called
‘comparative advantage’) which showed that all countries must benefit
from internationail trade, even if they did not have an overall advantage
over other countries. Using the example of Portuguese wines and English
Cloths he showed that it was best if countries exchanged those things
which they were best at producing.’ Begbie again quoted an unnamed
political economist who had summarised this idea, to show how the Dutch
did not appreciate this fundamental truth of international commerce.
Begbie said by 'stifling her English trade’ the Dutch ‘drove merchants to
mare hospitable shores, thus acting against her own interests’. He then
gives the following Jong quotation which summarises Smith and Ricardo’s

B Ricardo Frinciples af Faliticsl Foanamypp B0-81.

91bid p 82. Ricardo's example of Portuguese wines and English cloths which compared number
of labour hours exchanged (and shail be looked at in the next chapter) was different from
Smith’s vent-for-surplus argument. However colonial commentators ignored this difference
and concentrated on the benefits both espoused. SeeFieldhouse for a short summary of
Ricardo’s theory of comparative costs and how it differed from Smith. D.K. Fieldhouse 7#e
West ang the Third hvar7g(0xford: Blackwell, 1999) pp 10-13.
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stance an international trade:

Restrictions upon the intercourse with a particular country, which
is supposed to have a balance against us, are unreasonable. For, if
we can get our commodities cheaper from that nation, and sell ours
to it with greater advantage, the balance will, on the whole, be more
in our favour than if we carried on the same transactions with any
other nation. If we can get wine cheaper from France than from
Portugal, the annual value of our imports for wine will be
diminished by dealing with the former country. Besides, what is
imported may often be so, only for the purpose of reexpartation to

some other country’.10

we will return to Ricardo’'s theory of comparative costs in the next
chapter. For now let us consider the sorts of social ‘side-effects’ which
were believed to flow on from the increase in material wealth brought
about by the international division of labour. Smith had asserted that the
‘communication of knowledge’ and ‘probity and punctuality’ follow from
the introduction of commerce to a country.!! He also believed that
‘commerce and manufactures gradually introduced order and good
government and with them, the liberty and security of individuals among

10 Begbie Maiayan Faninswia pp 322-323.

11 Smith ¢ecluras G RiSEioe, Falica, Revenue snd drsp 253, In the same lectures he cited
what he regarded as one of the few ambiguous effects of commerce:that it lessens the
‘martial spirit’ of a people and mekes them ‘effeminate’ {p 258) . See also ¥ (V.i.a.1-44)
pp 689-708. Drayton says that ‘Smith in chapter vii of Book |V of the ies/tharVetions
(1776) had asserted that ‘The mutual communication of knowledge and a1l sorts of
improvements [follows necessarily from] an extensive commerce, from all countries to all
countries’ but | amunable to find the original inSmith.{ Metwre s fovernment p 202).
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the inhabitants of the country’ to which they were introduced.t2

But the most important ‘side-effect” of unfettered commerce was
that it bought about a8 "natural system of liberty’. At the end of his chapter
on ‘Colonies” Smith predicts the benefits unfettered commerce will bring
once the mercantilist system is averthrown:

ATl systems either of preference or restraint, therefore, being thus
completely taken away , the obvious and simple system of natural
liberty establishes itself of its own accord. Every man, as long as he
does not violate the laws of justice, is left perfectly free to pursue
his own interest in his own way, and to bring both his industry and

capital into competition with those aof any other man...13

This "system of natural liberty” will allow the state to withdraw to let
the natural order take care of itself.'4 Under the system of natural
liberty, the duties of the state are reduced to just three: first, protecting
the society from invasion; second, protecting 'every member of the society
from the injustice or oppression of every other member of it’; and thirdly
‘erecting and maintaining certain publick works and certain publick
institutions which it can never be for the interest of any individual to

maintain...’. 15

12 pom()11iv.4) p 412. At this point, Smith acknowledges Hume as having previousiy made
the same point. Of course Hume was not the only predecessor to Smith in this regard. As
Donald Winchlists Smith's predecessors ‘in dealing with the commerce and liberty theme' as
Montesquieu, Lord Kames, Adam Ferguson, William Robertseon, John Millar as well as Hume.
Agem Smith s Falitics p 70.

13 Smith #A{IV.ix51) p 687.
145mith #MIV.ix.51) p 687.

15 Smith #MIV.ix.51) pp 687-688. Or, as Dugald Stewart more famously put it (quoting
from one of Smith’s now tost manuscripts):'Little else is requisite to carry a state to the
highest degree of opulence, from the lowest barbarism, but peace, easy taxes and a tolerable
administrationof justice’. Smith #AIV.ix.51) pp 687-8 including footnote.
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Crawfurd went even further than Smith in advocating the

withdrawal of the state under the system of ‘natural liberty’. We have
already seen how Crawfurd believed trade was better conducted by private
individuals than by the Company. For Crawfurd, even ‘public works’ were
better 1eft in the hands of private enterprise. In his 1833 publication
recommending the British calonization of India, Crawfurd argues that
‘public’ works in India could be financed by private British settlers. The
East India Company, he says, have constructed a 'pa]trg’ humber of works
so far. But that is to be expected, he says, since:

It is not, in fact, from the state, but from the activity and
enterprise of private adventurers, that works of great and
extensive public utility are to be expected in a civilized

community, or under any form of regular government.16

SHOPPING YOUR WAY UP THE CIVILIZATIONAL HIERARCHY

Raffles’ belief in the civilising effects of free commerce was most
apparent in a document we have already briefly considered: his lengthy
minute to the Bengali government, ‘Apon the Administration of the Eastern
Islands in 1819, In this memo Raffles anticipates a time in the not-tog-
distant future "when the seas shall be open to the free current of
commerce, and when the British flag shall wave over them in protection of
its freedom and in promotion of its spirit’. Despite sounding as if he is
recommending a continuation of his earlier attempts at empire-building,
this document is remarkable in its hearty recommendation of policies
which the East India Company had been trying to force Raffles to follow

16 John Crawfurd Aatas on i4e Settiement orColamization OF LGryeish SMLFECls 11 Inale with &
Appendix of Fracis ang Hlustrations(London 1833) p 33
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for the preceding decade. Now that he has established Singapore he depicts

free trade as the surest and most ethical source of wealth.

With the ardour of a recent convert, he suggests in this document,
that the East India Company become, like him, a ‘free trader’. He points out
that up until the present "the Company’s trade in this quarter has not only
been a losing one to themselves but has tended to the depression of
Industry among the people, and to the exciusion and discouragement of the
private merchant’. He explains that this is "in great measure owing... to the
erroneous system of combining the speculation of commerce with the
powers of government’. He gives the East India Company a basic lesson in
Adam Smith, stressing the fallacy of combining the functions of merchant
and sovereign. Raffles urges the Company to separate ‘entirely the two
departments’. wWhen it does this, the Company will reap something even
more important than profits, moral legitimacy:

It can no longer be the interest or duty of the East-India Company
to carry into the Indian administration that union of mohopoly and
coercive exaction, which has so long been exploded as impolitic
and unjust. She now stands on a higher and more exalted footing;
the strongest bulwark of her constitution will be found in the
attention which she pays to the improvement and happiness of her
subjects, and in the sacrifice she is always willing to make of her
pecuniary interests, when these appear to stand in the way of
civilization and advancement of the human race.

Raffles emphasises that the East India Compeany is now a government with
responsibilities rather than a trader acting on mere self-interest: ‘the
time is past when the Company looked for profits from the sale of & yard
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of broad-cloth or a pound of nails’. Raffles tempers his criticism of the

Company in the above passage - that its ‘union of manopoly and coercive
exaction’ in India was “impolitic and unjust’ - with the flattering
suggestion that this was perhaps necessary in the past because India was
then at a lowly stage in the progress of opulence, but now, thanks to “her
fostering and enlightened rule ..the energy and enterprise of individuals
are excited in no common degree’. The Company can now conduct her trade
‘on the same principles as it would in the mother country’.

In this minute Raffles does not suggest that the Company give up
her trading function altogether. But her trade would be dohe by
intermediaries. To ensure “the fabric of her civil administration would
remain unshaken, her purchases would be made by contact with inferior
capitalists, who would collect the articles, and... distribute them.’ This
document marks the transformation of Raffles into one of those rare
creatures, a pro-kEast-India-Company-free-trader. A1l that has to happen,
he suggests, is that the Company become a free trader with him. She will
become one free trader among many, albeit ane which will enjoy the
gdvantages which ‘her great capital’ and ‘long experience of rule’ in Asian
countries will give her over other traders. She will still trade but through
intermediaries, and under the principles of free commerce. With the aid of
her capital, her customer-subjects will increase their commerce and thus

rise in civilization:

..In no part of the world perhaps, is capital more wanted than in
the Eastern [slands, and were that of the Company thrown into it,
so far from repressing the industry of individuals or checking the
improvements contemplated, the additional stimulus would only
tend to excite and encourage new energies, to accelerate the
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progress of general commerce and the civilization to which it must

inevitably lead.

Not only the infusion of capital, but commerce itself, will spread
civilisation throughout the region, not by formal political control, but
even more effectively by leaving the ‘natives’ free to follow the example
of the English who will be happily confined to their small entrepots:

By confining our national regulations to the society which may
collect at our proposed emporia, they will become centres of
civilization as well as of commerce; while avoiding with the
hative states all interference which may be of a political nature,
ywe shall expose to their view, and recommend for their adoption,
those arts and rules of civilized life, which contribute to our
superior happiness of our condition.

Like all good merchants, in this scenario, the English will not force
their wares, their civilization, on their customers, the Malays, but rather
‘leave them free to adopt and to apply among themselves, in the degree &nd
manner which may be most accordant with their own notions and
feelings’. 17 The ‘native inhabitant who will be first attracted by
commerce, will imbibe a respect for our institutions... he will not fail to
profit by them. Our civil institutions and palitical influence are calculated
to increase the population and wealth of these countries, and cultivation
of mind seems alone wanting to raise them...’.18 The various 'native races’

which will ‘collect” at the proposed emporia will voluntarily ‘Europeanize’

17 Raffies ‘On the Administration of the Eastern Islands in 1819° Appendix in his Memair p
20,

18 [bidp 31.
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through the experience of living and trading side-by-side with Europeans.

They will then spread European influence throughout the Archipelago.
Raffles’ native beneficiaries are the privileged ‘customers’ of British
civilisation. Like ail customers they choose those things ‘most accordant
with their own notions and feelings’, British ‘arts and rules of civilized
life’ adapted to local tastes and desires.

For those who had not yet reached the highest stage, it was believed
that more trading could push them up a stage or two. As Raffles said upon
the founding of the Malay College in Singapore in 1819: ‘Commerce is
universally allowed to bring many benefits in its train and in particular to
be favourable to civilisation and general improvement’.19 While commerce
brought societies that ranked low in terms of civilisation into contact
with peoples and goods that were more “sophisticated’ it also ensured that
these contacts were voluntary. The beauty of consumer goods as civilizing
agents was that they civilized eager customers, not unwilling, conquered
subjects. In & letter on the subject of British trade with the Malays,

Raffles made the relationship between civilization and commerce almost
mathematical:

The consequence of this constant and friendly intercourse [with
the 'Malays’] has been the establishment of numerous independent
states throughout the Archipelago - these have advanced
considerably in civilization and as their knowledge increased so
did their wants, and their advancement in civilization might be

estimated in the ratio of their commerce .20

19Rarfles Mamosir 2nd Appendix: ‘Minute on the Establishment of a Malay College at
Singapore, 1819 p 24.

20 Quoted in Wurtzburg £s77/esp 520.
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The commodities brought by commerce seem to have their awn

Civilizing effect. It is not just the contact with “higher races’ (especially
Europeans) but also their artifacts which promote civilization. Free trade
brought peoples into contact with the artifacts of higher races and gave
them a desire for those artifacts. These srtifacts, through the longing
they engendered, thus became the agents of civilization. By their presence
and purchase, they could nudge a people onto the next developmental stage.
As Richard Cobden, the anti~Corn laws crusader and one of the more
stirring orators in the British Parliament said in 1835: ‘Not a bale of
merchandise leaves our shores but it bears the seeds of intelligence and

fruitful thought to the members of some less enlightened community.’21

Or, as Raffles put it:

The advantages of commerce so conducted [on liberal principles] are
reciprocal; if it enriches the one party, it raises the other in the
scale of civilization, it creates new wants, and by opening new
sources of enjoyment encourages industry and emulation.

He added that thanks to "the luxuries supplied’ to Malays by ‘Europeans, the
humanising arts of life will also find their way and we may anticipate a
more rapid improvement..”.22 The committee he appointed to investigate
the state of Bencoolen in 15819 also assumed civilization was acquired
when one acquired a desire for its artifacts. The development of native
commerce, they reported, even in the absence of ‘higher races’, such as the
British, would bring with it “improvements in the arts of life, a taste for

21 Richard Cobden ‘Commerce is the Grand Panacea’. Document 37 in hasiem Liberslism: &
Histary in Documents rram £ acke te CroceE K. Bramstead and K.J. Melhuish (eds) (New
York: Longman, 1978} p 356.

22 Raffles Mamair *Admin. of the Eastern Islands’ p 20.
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its luxuries end a more regular and organised system of things’23 With the
purchase of certain goods, it seems, one also bought their civilizing aura.

In his Hisiary ar the fngren drchipelsgaCrawfurd retold world
history so that commerce became one of its prime movers. Commerce
caused change and revolution in human experience and had done so since
the beginning of time. Yet commerce was also still one of the highest
achievements of the human race. It was both the engine and mark of
civilization. Near the beginning on his chapter on ‘Commerce’, Crawfurd
comments that “The value and extent of the commerce which distant
nations are capable of carrying on with each other, is in direct propartion
of their wealth and civilization’.24 It is the commodities which institute
change and propel societies up the civilizational 1adder. It was
commodities which, against all the odds, initiated contact between Europe

and Asia:

[gnorant of geography and navigation, the half civilized nations of
Asia, notwithstanding, made their way to the Indian isltands, the
commodities of which were spread over Asia, and through a hundred
hordes of barbarians, finally reached the civilized nations of
Europe long before the latter knew even the name or situation of

the countiy which produced them.25

In Crawfurd’s narrative the commodities themselves change the course of
history. When the Brahmins expelled the Buddhists from India in the
second century, the Buddhists went to the “Indian islands’ where they

23 Quoted in Wurtzburg &e77/es p 544.

24 Similarly Smith says ‘rich and civitized nations can always exchange to a much greater
value than with one another, than with savages and barbarians” ##{V.1.32) p 448.

25 Crawfurd Asiory )11, p 141,
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‘contributed to civilize their inhabitants, taught them the use of two of

their own commodities heretofore unknown to them and spread the use of
these these novel luxuries over the whole world, to all succeeding
generations’.26 These two commodities, the clove and nutmeg2? led to the
European spice race and set the development of Europe in process. ‘In

later times’ he explains

the productions of the Indian islands constituted the most
important articles of that oriental commerce which lighted the
embers of civilization in Italy in the middle ages, and finally, it
was the search for them that led to the discoveries of Gama and

Columbus, the two grandest events in the history of our species.28

Thus the clove and nutmeg inaugurated ‘'much of that civilization which
preeminently distinguishes the modern European from every other race of
men in any age or climate.'2°

If commodities civilized the willing customer, by happy
coincidence, they delivered profits at the same time. Raffles, for example,
spends most of his document on the "Administration of the Eastern Islands
in 1619 extolling the ‘unbounded’ prospect awaiting "the tide of
commerce’ when it is ‘allowed to pursue its free and uninterrupted
course.”30 However he does spend one paragraph focusing on ‘some
points..more immediately connected with our own interests’. He admits
that despite all the predicted benefits which will flow to Southeast Asia

26 |pid 1 p 195.

27 |bid Il pp 87-89.

28 (hid 111, p 142.

29 |bid 11, p 195.

30 Raffles ‘Admin. of the Eastern Islands’ Memair p 19.
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with free commerce, in “the intercourse between a manufacturing country

and a people who have made but 1ittle advance in the arts, it must be to
the manifest advantage of the faormer’. Dne of the benefits bestowed by
this free commerce will be the free immigration of more customers in the
form of Chinese labourers to Southeast Asia. The British, both in India and
at home in England, will benefit from the rising consumption of
manufactures which accompanies this emigration:

It has been shewn that the extent of the demand for British and
Indian manufactures is propartioned to that of the population, and
that the tendency which exists to a rapid increase in that

population by accessions from China is almost without limits.

If commerce had a civilizing effect, its absence could produce the
opposite result. Raffles in his Arstary of Jave described the devastating
interruption to the civilizing process caused by pirates driving "safe,
uninterrupted commerce with its attendant blessings’ from part of the
Javeanese coast. The people thus ‘left neglected, without capital, without a
safe navigation, almost without laws, the government disunited, the
people groaning under vassalage and slavery' must hecessarily go
backwards: ‘these races must descend still further in the scale of
degradation’ until they have, according to Raffles, almost ceased to exist
politically or historically.3!

The committee appointed by Raffles to investigate the condition of the
people around Bencoolen in 1819 also came out with a similar argument in
favour of free trade. They found the absence of free trade on the Sumatran
coast provided no incentive to people to work their way up the

31 Raffles #istory|, p 224.



164
civilizational hierarchy. Indeed they seemed to be sliding back down it:

..the people debarred from all legitimate objects of exertion,
condemned to a species of servitude in the supply of the article of

pepper... could not but degenerate and retrograde in civilization.32

MARKETS FOR BRITISH MANUFACTURES

These accounts of the civilizing effects of commerce were riddled
with constant references to British manufactures being consumed in
Southeast Asia. As the Company factor, James Goddard, said when
interviewed by the Committee of Lords inquiring into the "Trade with the
East Indies and China’ on the 1st of June, 1820, traders could ‘go to any
part of the eastern islands” and find “a ready market for articles of British
manufacture’ 33

Goddard’s testimony was in keeping with & general feeling that
British manufactures only needed the removal of all restrictions and
British manufactures would dominate the markets of Southeast Asia. In
the first few decades of the ninetgenth century British manufacturers
clamoured for the free access of their goods to India and Southeast Asia.
Keeping in mind that for the first half of the nineteenth century ‘India’
usually included Southeast Asia as well as the subcontinent, both places
were probably referred to in the ‘barrage of petitions that poured into
Parliament in 1812 and 1813’ demanding that ‘the trading monopoly should
be abolished and that all the ports of Britain should be allowed to trade

32 Quoted in Bastin Mstive Foiicias af Rarffies p 83.

33 *Minutes of Evidance {before the Committee of Lords) Relative to the Trade with the East
indies’ P.P.1820, Goddard p 12.
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freely with India’. According to Embree, in most of the petitions ‘the great

proof’ of the Company’s "incompetence was its inability to expand the
trade between India and Great Britain’. Charles Grant, then a member of
the Court of Directaors of the Company, pointed out that

for two hundred years..the Company had tried - usuaily at a loss to
itself - to find @ market for woollen cloth, and yet the Sheffield
merchants were absurd enough to suggest that ‘where no demand
existed, the enterprising spirit of merchants could have the effect

of creating it'.34

A concern with markets for British qoods occupied the
parliamentary enquiry in 1820. The committee of Lords asked practically
every witness who appeared before it: ‘What species of British
manufactures find the readiest market in those islands?’ and practically
every one answered, like Goddard, that ‘There is a very extensive market
for English manufactures in all the eastern isiands...’ 35 Crawfurd, who

was another witness, was also asked if there was a Southeast Asian

34 AT. Embres £hsries Srant &1 B it isl Ryle i ingie pp 262-3, p 266,

33 "Minutes of Evidence (before the Committee of Lords) Relative to the Trade with the East
Indies’ P.P.1820 Goddard p 12; See also Goddard p 14; Goddard on p 15 says the the ‘"demand
for woolien goods is very extensive’ in Chins and they have a ‘strong disposition’ to
purchase ‘British manufactured goods’; Crawfurd was another witness who on p 18 assures
the committee that “almost every staplemanufacture of Great Britain’ wouldbe in demand in
Southeast Asia including light woollen cotton goods ...iron.. glass ware, crystal [sic] and
carriages’; Verious people who identified thamselves as ‘merchants’, ‘ship owners’ or
agents for East IndiaHouses also testified that there was a ready market for British
manufactures. See A. Robertson p 39, p 42; J. Mitchell p 50; and Fairlie p 205. Tha
exception was Charles Grant who stressed ‘that British merchants resident in india have
greater advantages for the carrying on of that trade [to Southeast Asia] than the merchants
0T Great Britain can have; because they are much nearer..they inhabit another division of the
region of Asia; they know perfectly the wants of the Asiatic people ..the trade to the
eastern Archipelago will be better made by the Britishresidents in India than by the British
residents in Great Britain’ {(p 121).



166
‘taste’ for ‘British manufactures’ and he answered in the affirmative: "A

decided taste..the consumption is yearly increasing’. He was then asked if
‘the increase in that taste’ had ‘contributed to excite the industry of the
inhabitants?’. Crawfurd admitted that he lacked "distinct proof’ that it
had, but he went onto assure them that "the increase of commerce must
inevitably produce its natural effects, in civilizing the inhabitants and

furthering the progress of industry’.36

Goddard included amongst the British manufactures which were in
demand: ‘Cotton goods; also hardware such as knives, scythes, swords and
a humber of articles adapted for the Indian seas, which were well known
in this country, and made according to the fashion of the people’. He added
that these manufactures must be ‘adapted to the particular taste of the
inhabitants’. The Malays, he thought, ‘are very particular with regard to it

[their tastes] and they require to have it accurately attended to’.37 These
tailor-made articles, said Goddard, are ‘known by the name of Malay
articles’.

with this in mind, encyclopaedic accounts of the archipelago, such
as Raffles and Crawfurd’s histories, can be seen as examples of early
market research. They contain long lists of Southeast Asian tastes in
cotton wares, iron wares and food stuffs. Book Four of Crawfurd’s Aistary
af ihe indisn Archipglega for example, called "Commerce’ devotes almost
five hundred pages to descriptions of the commodities circulating the
region, their production, the trade routes, the different traders,
acceptable currencies and the future prospects of each market.

The theoretical concerns of Raffles and Crawfurd’'s Ars/a/7esand
ather accounts of Southeast Asia did not stop them from also providing

36 Minutes Relative to the Trade to the East Indies and China, P.P.,1820,p 17.
37 Minutes Relative to the Trade to the East Indies and China, P.P, p 12.
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very practical guidance of how to do business in the region. As J.R.

McCulloch said in his preface to his LNiCtianary, Frecticsl, Thearatics? snd
HISTGrTcs! al Cammmneree 608 Lanynercial Neyigsiian “to be generally
useful, a work on commerce should combine practice, theory and
history’.38 McCulloch then goes on to quate from the works of Crawfurd in
his entries on Southeast Asia. He combs Crawfurd’s History af the indisn
HArchipaisgaiand one of Crawfurd's statements before Parliament) for
practical advice for merchants and manufacturers on currencies, prices,
markets, types of commaodities and their quality and availability.39

Raffles certainly seemed to think manufacturers would read his
Histary af Jeyve for information on how to produce ‘Malay articles’. In his
chapter on commerce he seems to be speaking directly to such English
manufacturers when he says:

English printed cottons, of peculiar patterns adapted to the taste
of the natives and the Chinese..always meet a ready and extensive

sale; but..[they] want permanency in the colours.

He advises that this fault be overcome if British manufacturers want to

38 J R McCulloch Dictionsry, Fractics) Thaoraiicsl ang Histarics? af Commaearce 850
Lonynercreiveyigat ran(London 1832)p v.

39 Although McCulloch shortens the full title of Crawfurd’s Arsiary of the indien Archinelage
to the £887 drek, rather than the /#@ Ares, it is obvious by comparing references that he
is talking about the same book. See McCulloch Dictiansrzy p 57 for references to Crawfurd’s
Hrstargon benzoin; p 117 for Crawfurd on betal-nuts; pp 120-121 for Crawfurd on birds’
nests; p 209 for Crawfurd on camphor from Sumatra; see pp 221-222 for Crawfurd’s
evidence before the parliamentary committee of 1830 on the ‘native foreign trade of China’;
see pp 261~ 262 for Crawfurd on cloves; p 293 far Crawfurd on the coffee and soil of Java;
see p 786 for Crawfurd on nutmeg; and p 1037 of McCullach for Crawfurd on teak. For an
example of the use of McCulloch’s Dict/arsrgand through it, Crawfurd) see John Bowring
The Kingdan shdFeqplear Sremrvol | 1856 (Kuala Lumpur: Bxford University Press, 1969}
where he comments on how McCulloch’s 2ict/ararylists Siamese currency ‘on Mr
Crawfurd’s authority ‘' (p 260).
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increase sales. He tells the cautionary tale of a ‘very extensive and

valuable assortment of these cottons imitated after the Javan and Malayan
patterns’ which was imported to Java by the East India Company. The first
sale produced good prices but before the secand sele, "the natives had
discovered the cotours would not stand and the remainder were no longer
in any demand’. He recommends that "the enquiries of scientific men in
India’ be directed to remedying this problem by investigating (and copyingj
the ‘dye stuffs used in Asia’ and the ‘native’ methods for fixing colours.40

Crawfurd explains at the beginning of his chapter ‘Description of
Articles of Importation’ that he will ‘dwell” on those ‘modifications’
which will make the ‘merchandise imported into the Indian Islands’ from
Britain even more suited ‘to the tastes and manners of the consumer’. He
then gives many pages of very practical advice to manufacturers and
traders of goods to the Indies. To give but two brief examples of his
advice:

The principal description of cotton goods in demand are chintzes or
printed cottons... the natives.. have a decided aversion to black, and
no chintz in which it is a prominent colour will gell, let its texture
be ever so fine. The favourite colours are red and green, and next to
these yellow and brown. In short, the colours should be as bright as
paossible, and the pattern should occupy as much as possible of the
ground, but still be very distinct and not crowded or confused. They

40 Raffles Aisiary |, p 216. For even more direct instructions to British manufacturers, see
wWurtzburg’s reprint of aletter from Raffles to Jacob Bosanquet (chairman of the Court of
Directors) on the 29 October 1812, in which Raffles talks of transferring the manufacture of
the types of cloth that British tndia has sold to Java, to England: ‘Under this idea it is my
intention tosend home musters of thedifferent descriptions of descriptions of cloth with the
sale price in Java affixed to them each with a recommendstion that an adventure in the same
at least to the extent of 30,000 pounds be made’. According to Wurtzburg, “the first of these
cloths, made in the Javanese patterns were to arrive there at the end of 1814, forming the
beginning of a 1ong and prosperous British trade’. Wurtzburg, #As/77es, p 269.
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ought never to be large, and the favourite figures are running

flowers.41

and:

The bandana handkerchiefs, manufactured at Glasgow... would be
still more suitable to the taste of the native consumer. The white,
for example, might be changed for green or yeltow flowers, and
handsome coloured borders would particularly suit the fancy of the

vwearer, 42

Jdohn Anderson presented the expasition of commercial prospects as
the r&isan deirefor in his 1640 book oh dobeer seod ihe Farls an lhe Narih
g L85t Laasis ar Sumelrs. In its preface he gxplained that

The object of the present work is to introduce to the notice of the
merchants and manufacturers of Great Britain, connected with the
trade to the East Indies and China, certain places of great
commercial importance which are very Tittle known in this country
although they have long been marts for the sale of a great variety
of British manufactures and have af forded produce of great value

not only to Europe, but to China and to America 43

4 Crawfurd #staryll), p 503.
42 Crawfurd Astary|li, p 505.

43 John Anderson was in the East India Company civil service in Penang from 1613 until
1829, first as writer, then ‘factor’ then ‘Junior Merchant’ and ‘Senior Merchant’. After his
retirement he was ‘occupied with commerce in London’ but retained his interest in and
perhaps connections with, the East Indian merchant community judging by his inclusionof an
‘Extract from the Annual Report of the Committee of the Glasgow East-Indian Association,
1840° regarding ‘Dutch injury to British trade’ in Southeast Asia at the end of his book on
Acheen.
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Anderson went on to 1ist the British merchandise which could find a
market in the region and Southeast Asian merchandise which could be sold
in Britain. 44 But Anderson was not only presenting a neutral list of
commercial ‘marts’ and suppliers of produce. He was not just addressing
his book to British merchants in arder to help them increase profits, but
also in the hope that they might be persuaded to bring pressure to bear on
the British government to defend states on the Malay Peninsula against
encroachments from other powers’ 45

Siam, from the late eighteenth century, had been trying to assert its
suthority over the Malay states, sometimes inciting warfare between
them, and occasionally intervening directly. In 1821, Kedah was invaded by
the Siamese and its Sultan compelled to seek asylum with the British at
Penang. Across the Strait, the Dutch were engrossing Northern Sumatra,
directly opposite Penang. Such an unstable atmosphere threatened the
profits and security of British traders in the region. John Anderson, who
was Penang’s tin agent was hardly an impartial observer when he wrote
Acheerrin the 1820s. Although his book was rnot published for another 20
years,46 Anderson hoped by writing it to convince British authorities to
heip local sultans resist Siamese claims to the Malay Peninsula and also
to oppose Dutch claims to the whole of Sumatra. With this last he hoped to
interest the 'merchants and manufacturers of Great Britain, connected
with the trade to the East Indies and China’ in intervention in the

44 Anderson Hobeerpp 160-165,
45 A Reid’s introduction to Anderson Jdgseenp vi.

40 A webster Gantlemean 8071877515 p 75 and Lee Stubbs-Brown ‘Trade and Shipping in
Early Pinang’ Ms/sysian Hisiary 21,1978, ppl17-35.
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Sumatran state of Acheen.47

The political agenda behind Anderson’s apparently nautral Frecounting
of the commercial bounty awaiting the merchant in Sumatra shows just
how important public opinion back home was believed te be. For, as
Anderson says, it is British public opinion and through it, parliamentary
opinion that works such as his hoped to persuade. Raffles Hiziary af feve
was perhaps the last major ‘scientific’ work about Southeast Asia which
tried to appeal mainly to the East India Company, its directors and its
Tory supporters.48 Subsequent accounts of Southeast Asia recognised that
since the East India Company tost its monopoly, first, of greater India
{inctuding Southeast Asia) in 1813 and then of China in 1833, those with
economic interests in Southeast Asia had increasingly to appeal to
influences outside the Company. As Anderscon admitted in his introduction

47 Anthony Reid in his introduction to the reprint of Anderson’s sabsestells how the Dutch
were 1aking control of more and more of north Sumatra at this stage, thanks to a string of
military successesand inlate 1839 apost was established close to Penang on the north-east
coast of Sumatra, close to the important exporting district described by Anderson {on pp
195-6). Thesa forward moves provoked a string of complaints and appeals to whiteball from
interested merchantsinthe Straits Settlements and London, all of which obliged Paimerston
to take the matter up with Holland. In .dabeerdnderson advocated retrospective recognition
of the treaty Raffles and Coombs had made with Acheen in 1819, and the commercial
arrangements Anderson himself had made on the island of Sumatra in 1823, just before the
1824 Anglo-Dutch treaty brought anend todirect British political interest in Sumatra.
Anderson was unsuccessful. Reid recounts that Palmerston finally made use of the idea of
Raffles’ Acheen Treatyin May 1841 ‘inremonstrating with the Dutch’. The idea of British
obligations to Sumatra under Raffles treaty was ‘revived from time to time thereafter, and
was net finally said to rest until 1893, twenty years after the Dutch invasion of Atjeh, when
a member received a negative answer in the British Parliament tohis question whether
Britain would honour its obligations to Atjeh under the 1819 Treaty’ (ix). However even
then it was not entirely put to rest: in 1999 the exiled ‘king of Acheh, Hasan di Tiro’,
campaigning for Acheh’s independence from indonesia, asked ‘Britain to honour a commitment
made by the colonial administrator Sir Stamford Raffles in 1819 that promised a “perpetual
peace, friendship and defensive alliance” between the two states’. Asaresult of Raffles’
commitment di Tiro anticipated Acheh would oneday join the British Commonwealth. e doea
26 November,1999,p 13.

43 with the exception of Burrow, the permanent Under Secretary of the Admiraity who, if
weinclude his 1806 vayege ta Cackhinchins for its comments on Southeast Asia, defended the
British East India Company’s monopoly, as we have seen.
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‘our ultra-Gangetic possessions... under the immediate management of the

Honourable East India Company’ were no longer af interest to the Company.
Now that 'that body has ceased all commercial intercourse with China’ the
‘'settiements in the Straits of Malacca’ have become 'a burthen to the
rulers of India' although they are 'a source of considerable national wealth
as an outlet to the manufactures of Great Britain, and as depots for the
collection of valuable produce of this country .49 It is to these British
manufacturers and Indian traders to Southeast Asia that colonial authors
began to appeal after 1813. Recognising that the East {ndia Company had
no motive to intervene in the regiocn nor any desire to protect traders or
administrations who were not contributing to her security or profits,
most authors openly aligned themselves with private or ‘free traders’,
even though often this placed them in opposition to the East India
Company.

An awareness that various colonial authors were hoping to appeal to
British public opinion, especially its free trade factions, helps us make
sense of an apparent contradiction between the constant references to the
commercial prospects awaiting British manufacturers in Southeast Asia
that one finds in their accounts and the theories of historian Anthony
Webster. Webster disagrees with the traditional interpretation of British
expansion in Southeast Asia ‘as being driven by the need for new markets
for British manufactures’ S0 According to Webster, this view is based ‘on
g particular interpretation of the motives of Thomas Stamford Raffles’.
According to Webster, Raffles and British expansion generally in
Southeast Asia, were driven not so much by concerns to ‘provide a growing
market for British manufactures, especially cotton goods’ but rather to

49 Anderson Aoheenp vi.
30 webster fart/emarisnilsiists pp 66-67.
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provide a8 market for goods fraom British India.

After the East India Company’s monopoly on trade with India was
lifted in 1813, British goods flooded the Indian market. There was & glut
and a severe downturn in the economy of British India. It was this
recession, rather than the one in England, which webster maintains was
uppermost in Raffles’ mind when he suggested a chain of trading posts and
eventually founded Singapore. webster maintains: ‘Raffles was a career
East India Company servant whose skill, knowledge and priorities were
directed exclusively to meet the needs of his employers. He was acutely
aware of the problems confronting British commercial interests in India,
particularly those concerning the China trade and trade with the Malay
Archipelago’.51 Raffles, Webster believes, pursued expansion in Southeast

Asig to secure markets for India, rather than Britain.52

Webster relies heavily on a passage from Raffles’ 'Substance of a
Memair on the Administration of the Eastern Islands’ in which Raffles
spoke of his desire to:

ensure a market for the manufactures of India, and thus promote
its industry and prosperity, and an advantage beneficial to the
energy of its people.. The extraordinary advance of British
manufactures having in great measure excluded those of India
from the Eurcpean market, it is to the populous and less civilised
countries of the further East that we can alone look ta for a

2V Wehster Sartiemanlapitslists p 67.

92 5ee also p 71 where Webster says of Raffles, ‘the interests of the East India Company
were always paramount. He was motivated primarily by the commercial needs of British
India. Raffles wanted British expansionin Southeast Asia to protect access for {ndian
commodities ata time when they were losing ground in Europe.’
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permanent demand.S3

However this passage was written by Raffles to urge the greater political
control of Southeast Asia from British India. In this instance he wished to
shov that Southeast Asian “trade is intimately connected and interwoven
with the interests of British India’. It was part of a long memair by
Raffles arguing "that the existing establishments’ of Britain in Southeast
Asia ‘be reformed ...and that the general superintendence of these stations
be vested in the hands of the Supreme Government of India’ in order that
the Indian authority “exercise such political influence over the native
states, as circumstances and the security of our interests may render
necessary’.54 Wishing to interest the Indian authorities in assuming direct
responsibility for Southeast Asia, Raffies had hecessarily to show the
region was entwined with their financial interests.

Against it can be counterpoised many other passages by Raffles
which speak of promoting the interests of British manufacturers at ‘home’
in England, as well as, or instead of, the interests of British India. For
instance, in 1820 he described Singapore as helping the cotton industry of
Britain rather than that of India: ‘Upwards of ten thousand tons of raw
cotton are annuglly sent to China from our territory in India’ he wrote,
gdding

why should we send our raw produce to encourage the industry of a
foreign nation at the expense of out own manufactures? If India

33 webster Gantiemarlegilelisis p 71. From ‘Substance of @ Memoir on the Administration
of the Eastern Isiands by Sir Stamford Raffies’. Webster uses the original in the Raffles
Papers, (Eur Mss D/742/39) of the India Office, London. But the same passage can be found
in ‘On the Administration of the Eastern Islands’ inRaffles’ Mamairspp 11-12. For
webster’'s other citation of the passage see ‘British Export Interests’ pp 162-3.

54 Raffles Memeirs' Admin. of the Eastern Islands’ pi12,p13.
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cannot manufacture sufficiently cheap, England can; and it is idle

to talk of the cheapness of our goods uniess we canh bring them
into fair competition. | see no reason why China may not be, in &

great measure clothed from England... 53

while Raffles was, as Webster suggests, ‘a career East india
Company servant’ aware of the ‘needs of his employers’, it obviously
depended on who he was writing to, as to how much Company loyalty he
displayed. Raffles also had ambitions and a patriotic regard for British
industry which, at times, mitigated against the desires of 'his employers’.
His personal ambition to extend his influence over Southeast Asia
sometimes caused him to disregard the Company’s wishes.>6 The
divergence in his and the Company’s aspirations was made clear when the
Company investigated him for overstepping his duties in Javs, dismissed
his plans for a chain of ports throughout the Archipelago and castigated

55 Raffles Memairsp 459-460 Raffles to the Rev. Dr. Raffles, Bencoolen, 17 July, 1820.
See also the letter by Raffles to Bosanquet, Java, 29 October, 1812 in which he says
‘claths from Western india have always formed an important branch in the commerce of Java
and it occurs to me that in the present state of manufacturing in England, s very material
proportion of this trade might with advantage be transferred to England where thecloth
might be manufactured even at a lower rate than in India... " {Quoted in Wurtzburg £&77/es p
269); and Raffles’ letter to an unnamed correspoendent, dated Bencoolen, 26 December 1821
where he points out Singapore’s ‘great advantages; such as the introduction into China of
manufactured cottons,in lieuof twenty thousand tons of raw material, that we now send
them from india’ { Mamarrsp 505).

56 |n speaking of the ‘Company’s interests” it is difficult to speak of "the Company’ as having
one unified set of aspirations. This furthercomplicates Webster's thesis. Webster takeslittle
account of differences between the Board of Control, the Board of Directors and officials at
Bengal and the policy changes as new directors and Governor-Generals were appointed. The
‘Whiggish’ Governor-General of India, Lord Minto, for example, who sponsored Raffles’
conquest and rule of Java found upon his return to Calcutta from Javain 1812 that he had
been ‘superseded’ by the Eari of Moira who was supported by a rival Tory faction. ‘Minto’s
determination’ to ‘purge the Eastern side of the globe of every hostile or rival European
establishment’ was 1ooked upon unfavourably by them, while others inthe Company
supported it. S. N. Das Gupta 7he B7iish i the risisy fngies{Lucknow: Maxwell Co, 1972) p
117, p 130.
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him for the establishment of Singapore. Whatever the reasons for Raffles’

personal ambitions in Southeast Asia, they often clashed with the will of
the East India Company. Many of his writings, particularly his use of
political economy, can be seen as attempts ta convince a reluctant East
India Company that its interests were aligned with his own plans for the
region. The passage Webster uses in which Raffles speaks of wanting to
‘ensure a market for the manufactures of India’ occurs in a document
which can also be seen as praomoting Raffles’ own interests even more
than those of his employer. The overall purpose of the document is to
convince Hastings of a scheme to convert all the archipelago settlements
to residencies modelled on Singapare, under a single guthority to be
designated ‘Superintending-Authority-of-the-Eastern-lslands’. It was
Raffies’ expectation that he be appointed to the post once it was

created.S?

Certainly it cannot be suggested that Raffles always empathised
with the people of India. The passage {(quoted by Webster above) where
Raffles expresses a desire to ‘ensure a market for the manufactures of
India, and thus promote its industry and prosperity, and ... the energy of its
people’ is one of the few places where Raffles promotes the cause of the
‘people’ of the subcontinent. Elsewhere Raffles promotes the peopie of
Southeast Asia at the expense of the people of India. In 1819, for example,
Raffles wrote of "striking and important differences’ between Indians and
‘Malays’. By ‘Malays’ he meant the inhabitants of the archipelago as well
as the Peninsula. Among the Malays he said ‘we find none of the obstacles
which exist among the more civilized people of India, to the reception of
new customs and ideas’. They are not caste-conscious and more
impartantly they “are addicted to commerce’. Malays are mare worthy of

57 See .. Kathirthamby-wells ‘Early Singapore and the Inception of a British Administrative
Traditionin the Straits Settlements(1819-1832) MA#A4543, 2, 1969, p 52.



177
the Company’s attention than Indians: not only because of the ‘wants

which will be created’ as their “intercourse with Europeans’ increases, but
also because Malays are ‘quick discerners of superiority’ compared to the
degenerate but still proud Indians of the subcontinent. Among Matays,
Raffles says:

we may anticipate a much more rapid improvement than in nations
[ie Indial, who having once arrived at a high point of civilization and
retrograded in the scale and now hardened by the recoltection of
what they once were, are brought up with a contempt for everything
beyond their own narrow circle, and who have for centuries hent

under the double Joad of foreign tyranny and priestly intolerance.58

Malays are, in short, a better investment for British capital and
administrative energy than Indians.

webster is right in providing a necessary corrective to earlier
Anglocentric histories which emphasised the long-distance trade between
Britain and Southeast Asia at the expense of more Tocal trading systems.
He is also right to point out that not all non-Company businesses in the
region eschewed monopolies. Webster emphasises the importance of
‘agency houses’ in British India: private businesses which provided banking
and investment opportunities for East India Company officials, who, after
Cornwallis’ 1785 reforms, were no tonger able to engage directly in
commercial enterprises. These agency houses, using Company servants’
money, financed the tate 1790s and early 1800s upsurge of Bengal exports
into Southeast Asia - mainly cotton-goods and opium. Their control over
the trade and their complicity with the Company meant that even though

S8 Raffles Memeir 'Admin. of the Eastern Islands’ p 20.
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they were private (as opposed to Company) traders they were by no means

‘free’ traders. Their interests were very much aligned with those of the
Company. Accarding to Webster, in the first two decades of the nineteenth
century, "the Malay archipelago fulfilled a vitally important marginal
market function, providing a much needed outiet for Bengal apium when
the China market was depressed. This helped maintain the high price of
opium and high profits of the agency houses and the Company.’s9

Although Webster provides a necessary corrective to earlier
anglocentric views, he perhaps downplays the patriotic appeal of ‘British’
exports. While there may have been more actual merchandise going from
India to Southeast Asia than from England®?, in the published works of
colonial historians and administrators of Southeast Asia at least, just as
much emphasis was given to English goods.6! They were referred to out of
all proportion to their actual consumption in the archipelago. Webster may
be right when he says: “there was little evidence of direct lobbying in
Britain by export or manufacturing interests for the establishment of a
new port in the Malay archipelago’ before the establishment of

99 Webster Gantiamenlsmislists 153.

60 although Webster’s tables Gentieman Lapitslists(pp171- 174) contains tables of Bengal
exports to Southeast Asia, there is no table comparing these exports to Sautheast Asia from
Bengal with exports to Southeast Asia from Britain, which would seem to be necessary if
Webster is to prove his thesis. There is support for Webster's thesis however in
contemporary sources however, such as Milburn’s Lrient 8/ Camymarce, which pronounced
Southeast Asia a poor market for British goods compared to those from India . See for
example Milburn (I, p 301, p 328, p 361.

51 A subchapter in Raffles’ Mistary a7 ova for example, which is entitied ‘Imports from
Europe’ is about two pages long, the same length as his sectionentitied 'Imports from
western India’. In his account of ‘Imports from Europe’ Raffles contends British cotton pieces
and broad-cloths are "in demand by the native population’ of Java. Showing little
understanding or sympathy for the cause the glut of European goods in Bengal he pronounces
the Javanese ‘free from those prejudices which preclude an expectation of theintroduction
of European manufacture into Western India’ The Javenese instead, ‘generally indulge in them
according to their means’. (&istary|, p 217)
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Singapore.52 But in saying this he overlooks the substantial, pre-

Singapare ‘labbying’ for a new port in the Malay Archipelago by non-
manufacturers such as Raffles and Assey. As we have seen Raffles’
lobbied’ for new emporia for British manufactures in Java as well as a
string of ports. Similarly Raffles’ chief secretary, Charles Assey,
published a pamphiet in which he suggested Archipelageaic colonies as

potential emporia for British manufactures 63

Almost immediately upon the founding of Singapore there was
lobbying by British merchants and manufacturers for its retention, much
of which represented Singapore (in hindsight) as the answer to a
longstanding complaint about the lack of emporia in Southeast Asia 64 As
part of their persuasive tactics generally it helped to talk of opening up
Asian markets for British manufactures. As we saw, merchants with
Southeast Asian experience testified before Parliamentary committees of
Bnquiry that British manufactures were in demand. That the Parliamentary
committee asked what may be considered leading questions on the subject
only shows the high level of concern about markets for British
manufactures in Southeast Asia. In imitation (and to counter) the
professionatl lobbying by representatives of the West Indies interests, the
merchant communities of India and Southeast Asia requested Crawfurd to
represent them in Parliament and to publicise their cause back in

52 ywebster ‘British Export Interests’p 162.
63 See Assey ar the Trede ta Chinep 18, p 21, pp 38-39, p 46.

64 Fora long 1ist of merchants’ representations to parliament for emporia and expandad
trade in Southeast Asia from 1819 on, see tha footnotes of Wong Lin Ken 'The Trade of
Singapore’ pp 26-33.
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Engiand.6S Not just Crawfurd but other authors of baoks and pamphlets on

Southeast Asia make repeated references to the Southeast Asian markets
for British goods that exist (or will soon exist if their schemes are
followed). If we consider the purpose of their writings - to influence the
East india Company and the British parliament either directly or through
public opinionh - then boasts of ‘selling Asian products to other Asians’
would not have carried the same patriotic impact, as ‘selling British
products to Asians’. 66 Commaodities, as we have seen, were more than just
neutral, profit-making objects. They could be carriers of civilizatian and
improvement, presented as part of the natural order and wrapped up with
nationalistic pride.

63 On west Indian lobbying of the British government see P.J. Marshall ‘The Moral Swing to
the East:British Humanitarianism, India and the West Indies’ Kenneth Balihatchet and John
Harrison (eds) £ast ingie Company Stugies (Hong Kong: Asia Research Service, 1986) pp 76~
77.Crawfurd admitted he was paid 1,5000 pounds & year to be the parliamentary agent of
‘the inhabitants of Calcutta’ during a Parliamentary enguiryin 1830. It was subsequently
reported in the Singspareffraricied November, 1830. PP, 1830, vol v, p 2683, question
3652

66 Not even ‘Selling the products of British India to Asians’ would have the same appeal,
evenif it wasBritish capital and carriers being used. Especially since, as we saw inthe last
chapter, one of the main Indian products which was sold by the British in Southeast Asia was
opium. Whilemany British merchants in Southeast Asia argued the effects of opium were no
more deleterious than atcohol, they could hardly argue that it was the harbinger of
civilization or improvement. The exceptions include an extract from a ‘Memoir of a
Residency of the Northwest Coast of Borneo’ which was reprinted in the Singgrore fhrovicie
of 24 October 1827 it reads: ‘Commerce is one of the principle means appointed by
Providence for civilizing mankind, and is the only one which has hitherto operated in partially
civilizing these Daya who are not equatly savage than their brethren..’. It then advises the
Dutch colonial government that it should only put 1ight duties on opium in order to sell more
to the Daya, thereby increasing revenue and trade and ‘raising them in civilization’. The
‘Memoir’ however was by a Dutchman and so perhaps cannot be treated as evidence of an
English mentality (although the veryBritish Singapore Chraric/ereprints it without demure).
J. Phipps, the author of several commercial handbogks in the early nineteenth century,
wrote in 1835 that the increasad opium production in India 'has enhanced the value of the land
fourfold, enriched the Sazriagers, maintained thousands of people employed in collecting and
preparing the drug and benefited the commerce and shipping of Calcutta’. Quoted in Michael
Greenberg &r7tish Trede snd the &pnening ar {hins /335~ {Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969)p 105 See also Greenberg's quotation from S. Warren on p 106.
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COLONIZATION, POPULATION AND COMMERCE

Colonization was seen by both Raffles and Crawfurd to be related to
increased commerce. In Raffles’ History af Jdeveeven the agricultural
Javanese could provide a market for British commodities since ‘so much
of her [Java's] bounty can be collected with so little labour to pay for
manufactures from abroad’ 67 As part of the population increase that
would occur if free commerce were allowed the Javanese would increase
in number, ‘filling up’ the empty islands and hopefully buying more British
goods. In Crawfurd, colonization was more directly related to British
commerce. Crawfurd advocated unrestricted colonization by British
settiers throughout Southeast Asia. His British colonies would augment
the benefits bestowed by commerce in two ways: firstly, they would
provide bigger markets for British manufactures; and secondly, the
presence of British settiers would reinforce the civilization brought by
commerce. But before we get to that point, let us first consider how, in
their optimism regarding the population increase bought about by
commerce, Raffles and Crawfurd and other colonial writers were
following Smith who had assumed that popuiation increase was good. We
shall look at how they rose to the challenge presented to this optimism by
the theories of Robert Thomas Maithus.

MALTHUS

tn formulating his theory of population, Malthus had been inspired by
the passage in the iesiis af NVeéiapswhere Smith proposed that the
humber of human beings is proporticnal to the demand for their labour The
population of any country is regulated by demand, just like “any other
commodity’. Smith concluded that this is why population growth is

87 Raffles 4istary |, pl163.
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‘rapidly progressive’ in ‘North America’, ‘slow and gradual” in Europe and

‘altogether stationary’ in China and diminishing in India where the
mercantile companies had depleted the funds which would have employed

and fed people.68

Smith believed that all new colonies, Tike those in America, offered
unlimited land and thus unlimited food for a growing family. In the new
colonies of America he said ‘a numerous family of children instead of
being a burthen is a source of opulence and prosperity to the parents. The
labour of each child, before it can leave thair house is computed to be
worth a hundred pounds clear gain to them..’69 At the other extreme
Smith cited China as having being for too lang ‘one of the .. best
cultivated... and most populous countries in the world’. Even before Marco
Polo visited it ‘more than 500 years ago” it had “acquired the full
complement of riches which _its laws and institutions’ would allow. Thus
there was now a surplus of Chinese labourers compared to the employment
and food available to them. According to Smith, for the Chinese labourer,
“If by digging in the ground all day he can get what will purchase a small
quantity of rice in the evening he is contented’. |f the number of births had
not decreased it was only because infanticide was sa widely practised.’0

In Smith there was a strang connection made between new colonies
and population growth. The prosperity enjoyed in the fast progressing
state of North America was a feature shared with most new calonies. The
first generations of ‘colonists’ to fill up ‘empty’ or thinly populated
spaces increased rapidly in number because there was far more land
available than workers or stock to fully utilise it. Smith’s assumed that
"the natives’ of a ‘thinly inhabited’ tand would ‘easily give place to the

68 Smith #).viii.40) p 98,
68 Smith #oW1. viii.23) p B8,
70 Smith wiviii24) p 89,
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hew settlers’. In the Wes/th arf Netionset the start of his long section on

‘Causes of the Prosperity of New Colonies’ Smith states ss a general rule:

The colony of a civilized nation which takes passession, either of
8 waste, or one so0 thinly inhabited, that the natives easily give
place to the new settlers, advances more rapidly to wealth and

greatness than any other human society.?!

Thus Smith says: ‘Every colonist gets more land than he can possibly
cultivate. He has no rent and scarce any taxes to pay’.72 This is why

population growth is ‘rapidly progressive’ in ‘Narth America’ 73 America,
like all new calonies offered unlimited land and thus unlimited food for a
growing family.74

In this respect Smith continued a millennia-old tradition of seeing
rapid reproduction as an index af the health of the ‘body politic’. David
Hume, for example, had said: ‘Every wise, just and mild government, by
rendering the condition of its subjects easy and secure will always abound
most in people, as well as in commodities and riches’.7S Most British
colonial administrators in Southeast Asia, like Smith, seemed to believe

71 Elsewhere, Smith states: ‘High wages of labour snd high profits of stock, however, are
things perhaps, which scarce ever go together except in thepeculiar circumstances of new
colonies.. They have more 1and than they have stock to cultivate it with. The land which newy
colenists do cultivate is ‘only what is most fertile and most favourably situated...” pov
(1.ix.10-11). In anather example when talking of the Spanish colonies that 'a fertile soil and
happy climate, the great abundance and cheapness of 1and' is ‘s circumstance common to al)
new colonies..” #¥(1.ix.g.26, p 222).

72 8mith #M(IV.viiih.1) p 564,

73 Smith AM1.viii.40) p 98,

748mith #M). viii.23) p 88,

73 Quoted in Catherine Gallagher The Body in Thomas Malthus’ p 63.
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that the more people, the better?6. A large and growing population was a

sign that a country was weli-ruled and prosperous. It was synonymous
with the strength and vigour of its people. As the colonial trade
ambassador, Michael Symes, said on visiting Ava [Burmal: ‘the strength of
an empire consists in its population..a prince is great and powerful more
from numbers of his subjects than from the extent of his government’. 77

The filling up of empty lands with these growing populations was
the demographic equivalent of the ‘waste-not-want-not’ attitude
prevalent in classical economics. As we have seen, for example, the idea
that a country’s surplus be sent abroad to wherever it could be most
useful, assumes that the maximum utilization of everything is the ideal.
Populationism combined with the moral imperative to avoid waste, with
the result that the populating of islands deemed to be under-utilized
became & moral duty. The waste lands would become useful and the “idle’
peaple of England, unemployed following the Napoleanic wars, could be
sent abroad to tame the wilderness. As Crawfurd put it:

innumerable islands of the vast Archipelago are still
unappropriated, and to colonize them is, therefore, not only
consistent with natural justice, but, in the existing state of the

Eurcpean world, might almost be urged as a moral duty.’®

Robert Thomas Malthus broke with almost all hig contemporaries’
thinking on population when he published his first LESEY an Ihe Frivcinlas
arf Faguietianin 1798, His radical reconceptualization of population

76 D E.Bland’s calls this loosely-held set of beliefs, ‘populationism’ in his article
‘Population and Liberalism 17701817 in the Jauwns! of the Histary af /ge6s1973, no 34.

77 Michael Symes A7 dccount af 611 Embassy Lo e Kingdom af Avsa{London, 1800} p 72.
78 Crawfurd #istory |11, pp 263-264.
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growth, influenced not only other economists but alsa British colonigl

administrators. Malthus denounced popular notions favouring more and
maore people. His warnings about the ‘power of population’ turned the long-
standing view of population growth as something good, into something to
be feared. His "principle of population’ asserted that the growing
population which characterises a prosperous society soon outstrips the
resources of that society. Malthus saw in the healthiness of a growing
society, the seeds of its own destruction.?79

Like Smith, Malthus used the framework of civilizational
development in which all peoples pass through four or more stages. The
Tong title of chapter three of Malthus’ first LESBY O The Frinciple oF
Fapiieitiar indicates his use of stadial development theories:

The savage or hunter state shortly reviewed - The shepherd state
or the tribes of the barbarians that averran the Roman Empire - The
superiority of the power of population to the means of subsistence
- the cause of the great tide of Northern Emigration.

In this chapter, population growth becomes the motor driving societies up
through the four stages. Malthus shows how in European history,
populations grew as they progressed up the four stages of development 80
Yetl even before they have reached the highest stage, people might reach
the upper limits of their food supply. Then they deciined or migrated until

79 On readings of Malthus as the turning point between ‘optimism’ and ‘pessimism’ in
political economy see Donald Winch f7ches GHd Favariyp 9.
B ‘Inthe rudest state of mankind, inwhich hunting is the principal occupation, and the only

mode of acquiring food, the means of subsistence being scattered over a large extent of
territory, the comparative population must necessarily be thin'. Malthus Famsistior p 81.
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the food supply was once again ample when a new cycle of growth set in.81

Malthus counterpoised this unlimited human fecundity with the
limited fertility of hard-pressed land. For this he borrowed the incipient
‘Law of Diminishing Returns’ which had been most clearly stated by the
eighteenth-century French physiocrat, Anne Robert Jacques Turgot.82
Turgot, with the physiocrats’ emphasis on land and agriculture had
speculated that there might be a limit on how much more food couid be
produced by improvements in agriculture. His law was based on the
observation that successive inputs into agricultural 1and, such as labour
ar fertiliser, made less and less difference each time they were applied.
S0 while the first application of fertiliser might yielid a bumper crop, the
‘return’ on each successive application would be less and less until it
almost ceased to exist.

Malthus combined these two ideas into s theory of population. His
theory contradicted the prevailing optimism that commerce (especially if
it was unfetterad) would encourage the progress and prosperity of all.
what he opposed to this optimism was the fear that the humber of people
would outrun the means of the land to supply enough food for them. Given
the ‘passion between the sexes’ human population levels, he asserted,

81 Following Malthus, Crawfurdalso saw population growth as engendering progress. Noting

that “The intercourse between the Indian islands and the Hindu-Chinese nations is very
limited’ Crawfurd explained that the ‘spirit of foreign mercantile adventure does not belong
tonations solittie civitized as the inhabitants of either country. Until there is long domestic
tranquillity, a dense population, the good land of the country exhsusted and the population
begins to press against the means of subsistence, foreign voyages, which imply both
mercantile speculationand colonization are not thought of in such states of society’. Histary
1, p 185.

82 as Catherine Gallagher says on ‘the difficulties of increasing agricultural productian,
Malthus’s arguments tend to be vague, for the Law of Diminishing Returms was not worked
out until twenty years later’. Catherine Gallagher "The Body Versus the Social Body in the
works of Thomas Malthus and Henry Mayhew” in Fhe Heking of the Mogern Sogy: Sexuelity
&ng Saciely in the Nineteanth CanturyGallagher and Thomas Laqueur (eds) (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 19687) p 105.
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increase exponentially. Two children grow up and give birth to two more

children each, who in turn grow up and again doubled their numbers. Thus

every

twenty-five years ... the human species would increase in the
ratio of - 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, 128, 256, 512, etc and
subsistenceas - 1,2, 3,4,5,6,7,8,9, 10, etc. in two centuries
and a quarter, the population would be to the means of subsistence

as 512 to 10: in three centuries as 40096 to 13..63

This alarming scenario would be ‘alleviated’ by the resulting massive
faminas which would see a fall-back in numbers until they were under the
subsistence level, when their numbers would commence inexorsbly to rise
again.

In subsequent editions of his book, Malthus proposed that two kKinds
of ‘checks’ - positive and preventative - could obviate excess population.
‘Positive’ checks were all those which increased the death-rate, 1ike wars
and famines. Preventative checks were those which diminished the birth-
rate which Malthus called ‘moral restraint’ and ‘vice’. "Moral restraint’
meant sexual abstinence, even within marriage. Malthus ariginally listed
sexual restraint as a form of "vice’ because, he argued, sexual passion is
healthy and natural in adults and its suppression causes ‘misery’. After
being publicly berated for equating chastity with misery, however, he
introduced the category ‘'moral restraint’ in subsequent editions of the
£ssay The category “vice’ remained but Malthus was coyly vague about
what exactly was left in it. Since he said ‘vice’ prevented population
growth, he might have been referring to divorce, contraception or

83 Malthus Fgowistionp 75.
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infertility caused by venereal disease.84

So widely known was Malthus’ principle of population that colonial
administrators were baffled if they observed its absence. Jahn Andersan
was one such calonial administrator who visited Sumatra in 1823, In
Sumatra he observed a low population growth throughout its provinces.
This was, he said, despite finding ‘In the countries [he] visited fow if any
of these checks and assuredly none of those causes which are styled
preventative checks..’. Abundant means of subsistence and wars which
"though frequent are not sanguinary’ provided ‘a favourable set of
circumstances’ for population increase. Hence his baffled conclusion: ‘yet
there is not that sbundant population which ane might expect to find under
such a favourabie set of circumstances’. He lamented that ‘it is seldom

indeed that a woman bears more than six children’ 85

Raffles did not believe population growth was a bad thing. We have
already seen how in his minute ‘On the Administration of the Eastern
Istands in 1819 he predicted that islands of British civilization would

‘increase the population and wealth of these countries..’.86 Even in the
case of England, he scoffed at Malthus’ doomsday scenario. In a letter he
wrote in 1822, he discussed England’s population growth in @ way which
showed he was familiar with Malthusian ideas but interpreted them very
differentiy:

It is very amusing to hear complaints of the ruin of the country
[England] in consequence of its too great riches and abundance... |
can never bring my mind to suppose our case desperate, while we

84 Gatlagher ‘The Body' pp 88-8, p 105.
85 Anderson Mission p 208,
86 Raffles Memairs Appendix one, 'On the Admin. of the Eastern Islands' p31.
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have not only more people, but more food and money than we khow

what to do with. Were | to Tand, for the first time on some large
and highly populous island... what would be my first impression?
Not that it was a ruined, but a badly governed country.. | look
highly on the resources of the country, | consider them
inexhaustible and that the days of our true greatness are now

approaching.87

In his Aistary af /ovs Raffles devotes six pages to Malthusian
musings. He recounts the demographic history of Java as ‘demonstrative of
the strength of that principle of population..” But again despite his
obvious knowledge of Malthus’ ideas he does not share Malthus’ pessimism.
Raffles instead uses Malthus’ ideas to celebrate maintenance of the
Javanese population in the face of Dutch oppression and boasts of its
renewed growth under British rule. Raffles lists the ‘depopulating causes
that existed under the Dutch administration’ as forced recruitments af
Javanese into the Dutch army, forced building of roads and deliveries of
food and Javanese deaths incurred during insurrections against the Dutch.
That the Javanese population remained stable under these conditions
indicate for Raffles ‘the force of that tendency to increase which could
overcome obstacles so powerful’®8. He adds that ‘most of these drsins and
checks were removed during the short period of British administration..’.
If they are not reintroduced by the Dutch he feels ‘Java, might in a short
time, be expected to be better peopled’. Unlike Malthus he feels ‘there are
no restraints on forming family connexions by the scarcity of subsistence

or supporting children’.89 Indeed Raffles echoes Adam Smith on the utility

87 Raffles Memoirsp 515.
88 Raffles #rstaryl, p 67.
89 |bid 1, p 69.
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of children when there is pienty of land:

Children, which are for a very short period a burden to their
parents, become early the means of assistance and the source af
wealth. To the peasant..who has more land than he can bring into
cultivation, they grow up a species of valuable property..during
their infancy..they take little from the fruits of his industry but

bare subsistence.90

Raffles tempers Malthus’s gloomy prospects far the children of each
successive generation with Smithian-style estimates of their utility as
producers of wealth. Unlike Malthus, he is careful to say that the children
of a growing population do not suffer from negiect. They may die of
diseases during infancy but ‘never from scanty food or criminal neglect of
the parents’. Even the ‘two moral causes [checks] which ...counteract the
principle of population...the facility of obtaining divorces and the practice
of polygamy’ do not leave children abandoned as might be the case in
England because in Java ‘children are always valuable’.9! Easy divorce
might be

detrimental.. to population in & different state of society, by leaving
the children of a marriage so dissolved to neglect and want, [but] it

has no such consequences in Java 92

Raffles’ admission here that parts of Malthus's theory might not apply in
Java implicitly questioned the universality of economic theory. When two

90 1bid 1, p 70.
91 |bid I, pp 72-73.
92 1bid 1, p 72.
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major economic theorists such as smith and Malthus disagreed over such a

fundamental idea as whether or not population increase was good or bad,
it was hard to treat the science as universal. Raffles resolves the problem
by making Malthus® population principle specific to a particular
developmental stage. Malthus had theorised about the contemporary
English working classes. In the ‘different state of society’ inhabited by
Javanese peasantry, parts of Malthus’ theory did not appiy.93 In the
different state that is nineteenth-century Java, Malthus’ new theory
could be yoked to the o1d pre-Malthusian optimism about population
grovrth.

While admitting he has ‘no precise data’ to estimate how fast the
‘increase of population on Java’ will occur, Raffles expresses the hope
that “if tranquillity and good government were enjoyed, 1o anticipate a
gradual progress in the augmentation of inhabitants and the improvements
of the soil for a long course of time’. Like Malthus he looks centuries

ahead in anticipating future population growth:

Suppose the guantity of 1and in cultivation to be to the land still in
a state of nature as one to seven, which is probably near the truth
and that in the ordinary circumstances of the country the
population would double itself in a century, it might go on

increasing for three hundred years to come.®4

But unlike Malthus he sees this centuries-long increase in population also
increasing civilization, improvement and general happiness.

93 |bidi1, p 71.
94 \bid |, p 71.
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COLONIZATION

Raffles sees the ‘increase of population on Java® as leading to utopisa
rather than dystopia. In his Aistary af JevsRaffles proposed that ance the
Javanese population had grown sufficiently large, it could continue the
civilizing mission of the English. After three centuries of uninterrupted
growth, Java could send her people outwards aver ‘the immense tracts of
unoccupied or thinly peopled territories on Sumatra, Borneo and the
numerous islands scattered over the Archipelago” which in 300 years
‘might be ready to receive colonies, arts and civilization from the
metropolis of the Indian seas’. Java could radiate a civilizing influence, It
would become the metropolitan hub of a ‘commonyealth’ of like-minded

countries:

Commercial intercourse, friendly relations, or political
institutions, may bind these dispersed communities in one great
insular commonwealth. Its trade and navigation might connect
with the centre of this great empire with Japan, China, and the

southwestern countries of Asia.

This commonwealth would spread so far as to include Australia, ‘New
Holland' in its ‘circle’ and 'colonies of Javans settled on the north, might
meet with the British spreading from the south, over that immense and
now uncultivated region’. The Javanese “on the north’ of the ‘uncultivated
region’ of central Australia will introduce commerce and civilization. The
British, settled on the other side of the same continent will gradualily
extend cultivation up towards them until all the intervening “waste’ land

is being used.
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In these population ‘reveries’, as Raffles called them, a growing

population is a source of prosperity rather than poverty. A population
explosion still happens in Raffles &s it does in Malthus, but rather than
leading to a struggle over scarce resources, it unites the peoples of the
earth, as they work together to make all land useful and meet each other
across the empty spaces that once separated them. Civilization increases
exponentially with the number of people. Raffles concludes his ‘reveries’
by observing that this future population growth will see “the present
semi-barbarous condition, ignorance, and poverty of these innumerable
islands, exchanged for a state of refinement, prosperity and happiness’ 93
Crawfurd was also familiar with Malthus’ theory and like Raffles he
used them to predict population growth which he saw as good rather than
bad. For Crawfurd it was a sure sign of the progress of opulence. when he
commented that the population of the town of Malacca had not varied for
twenty-five years, he saw this as ‘q fact which proclaims in intelligible
language the decrease of wealth or at least the absence of prosperity’.96
Crawfurd differed from Raffles in nominating Eurcpeans rather than
Javanese to populate the archipelago.97? In his Arséary a7 rhe [ndisn

Arohinaiage he nominates the islands of Banka, Penang, and the newly
established Singapore as the most favourable places for European

95 \pid |, pp 71-2.

96 Crawfurd Jewrss] ar an Embessy Lo the Courts af S18m snd (achin Aine 1828 (Singapore:
Oxford University Press, 1987) p 36.

97 |n his review of Raffles’ A/stary in the fointurgs Revien-Crawfurd even tried to
represent Raffles’ book, especially the section we have just looked at, as lending support to
his advocacy of free European emigration: ‘There is abundant room ..for emigrants fram
other countries... By the account of Sir Stamford Raffles not more than 1/7 part of the area
of the Island [Java] is occupied ... Chinese...labour and skill already produce incalcuiable
advantages to Java.. We may from this ..form some gstimate of what the superior genius
and intelligence of Eurcpean colonists could effect’. Crawfurd Faininngh Reyigw
March,1819, vol 31, p 412
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colonization.98 Commerce is as important to Crawfurd’s proposed caolanies

as it was in Raffles’. In Crawfurd’s vision these European colonies would
become "great emporia’ where the “scattered products of the Archipelago
would be accumulated and stored... for the distant trader of Europe’.99 Like
Raffles, Crawfurd also hoped these European emporia could become agents
of civilization. There were, in Crawfurd’s mind, ‘more important and
dignified objects” than trade to be ‘gained by the presence of such colonies
in the midst aof a native and docile population’ such as the communication
of “the arts, institutions, morals and integrity of Europe...to the
natives’ 100

Crawfurd thought the improvement of the ‘native’ was more easily
accomplished if inhabited islands were “invaded’ by Europeans through
military conquest. He felt that a ‘thorough conguest’ of an island in which
the European victors ‘colonized it and mixed and assimilated with the
inhabitants’ rendered the ‘evils of conquest of temporary duration’, 101
when speaking of Europeans ‘mixing” and ‘assimilating’ with the
inhabitants he did not mean inter-racisl marriages or miscegenation.:

98 Crawfurd #staryill, p 264.

99 \bid 111, p 266.

100 Crawfurd Arsiaryill, p 272.
101 Crawfurd #7stary ), p 394.
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Crawfurd abhorred both.102 Rather he believed that the ‘European

conquerors’ having ‘mixed’ with the ‘native population’ would “instruct
them in the arts and civilization of Europe’ .93 |n a Tater publication he
detailed how this cultural transmission would take place. Quoting the
Governor-general of India, Lord Bentinck, Crawfurd said “the diffusion of
useful knowledge’ would take place across the races when English settlers
were allowed to settle &7 m8ss#in India where ‘mingling familiarly with
the natives in the course of their profession’ they would demonstrate ‘by
daily recurring evidence, the nature and the value of the principles we
desire to inculcate’.104

The superintendent of Province Wellesley, James Low, also tried to
apply Malthus to Southeast Asia. In his issarfat7arrlow reflected on
Malthusian ‘checks’ to population growth and asked "how has it come to
pass that this Peninsula has not been fully peopled?’.105 With the

exception of the British possessions along the Malay Peninsula (Malacca,

102 For Crawfurd’s damning assessment of the progeny of miscegenation see Crawfurd
Histary|,p 139 and |, pp 142-4. Although in later years, as President of the Ethnological
Societyhe shifted his thinking slightiy to distinguish between different categories of
miscegenation: "wWhen the union is between races of egqual quality, there is no ascertainable
difference in the character of the 0ffspring, such as between one variety of European or one
variety of Negro, and ancther. But if it be between races of unequal quality, the higher race
undergoes deterioration, and the lower improvement asin the examples of the cross between
the European and the Negro..between the Chinese and Malay’. John Crawfurd ‘On the
Conmixture of the Races of Man as affecting the Progress of Civilization (Europe)’
Franssciions ol tha Fiinalagicsl Seciely erl andas, val 1l, 1863, p 202. He also reconsidered
military conquest, seeing it as alegal disadvantage, at 1east for European colonists in Asia,
as we shall see inthe tast chapter in this thesis.

103 Crawfurd Arsiary|l, p 341,

104 crawfurd felemization of British Subjacis in ingis p 49. The original speech by Lord
Bentinck can be found in PP. 1831-32, V1|, appendix, p 274, Lord William Bentinck’s
Minute, 30 May, 15629.

105 James Low ) fisseriation tn tha Sail snd Agriculture af the Rritish Settiament of
Fansmg ar Frintg of Weles /s7and, iz ihe Streils af 8/eccs inciuding Frovince Weliesiey an
L Bl eysn Faninsiis With fiial Rererances (o 1he Salliananis of Singspore sndiisisces
(Singapore: 1836) p 127.
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Penang and Singapore) it appeared to him that the population had fallen,

Among the Malthusian ‘checks’ he enumerates are “the despotic and
barbarous rule’ of ‘native governments’; ‘foreign invasions’ and “the
diversion of trade into new channels and into more expert hands’. And
there is one last check Low adds which Malthus underrated, but which Low
found significant among the states of the early nineteenth-century Malay
Peninsula: ‘the facility for emigration...’.'06 Low was particularly aware
of this 1ast factor due to the large amount of emigration from the Malay
states to his awn Province wellesley caused by Siam military expansion.
The neighbouring state of Kedah in particular had been depopulated. Low
gave greater significance to emigration as a ‘check’ than Malthus wha
explained at the beginning of his £fsssy ar Fapu/et7onthat he would make
his theory ‘'more general and less interrupted by the partial views of
emigration’ by taking ‘the whole earth instead of one spot..".107 For
Malthus, emigration was only a temporary soiution to a Tong term problem.
Low also differed from Malthus in a more fundamental and broader
wal. Low was yet another colonial administrator who used Malthus’
population principle while disregarding its pessimistic conclusions. In his
DisserietionLow explained to those who hold ‘the principle of population
defined by Malthus’ in “an absolute sense’ that the principle is an
‘abstract’ and ‘conditional one’. while an ‘over-peopled..globe’ would be a
‘desperate and hopeless’ situation, ‘nature [has] wisely rendered such an
event impossibie’. In fact, for Low, the reverse of Malthus admonitions
holds: ‘it behoves man to strive himself to spread himself over the earth
so that his numbers may not be giminisses . Low does not say it but the
implication is that active efforts must be made to increase the population

106 | ow Dissarteiion 128.
107 Malthus £ssay (1st edition, 17968} p 75.
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of the Malay Peninsula. For he goes onto assert that an increase in the

peninsula’s population “will never be effected by a native government’
except if the whole peninsula were under ‘European protection’. 108
‘European protection’ could remove the Malthusian checks which have led
to an underpopulated Malay Peninsula and promote populaticn growth.109
Under this 'European protection' European settlement would take
place. Like Crawfurd, Loy favoured European colonization. Although he
admitted that “in a confined and locel sense’ a form of ‘European
colenization® in Penang and Province Wellesley "in a sense..exists already’
he wanted it on a larger scale. Furthermore, it is a certain class of
Europeans which he wants: "Europeans, in any considerable humber,
vwithout capital, would be an evil’. Apart from the fact that the climate
does not allow "Europeans labouring in the fields’, only the capitalist
class can encourage the progress of Southeast Asia opulence: ‘Capitalists,
whether agricultural or mercantile, are the proper Straits colonists’ 110
Crawfurd also wanted only capitalists as emigrants. In an 1833
pamphlet he argued that British capitalist-emigrants would enlarge the
market for British goods in Asia. He addressad this pamphlet Awies o the
Laliiament ar Calonizstion af Fritish Subiects in indis to the ‘Merchants
and Manufacturers of Great Britain’ who ‘ought naturally be solicitous..of
the settlement of Englishmen in India’. Crawfurd attributed the ‘present
prosperity of Indian commerce to the current ‘free British settlers’ living
there. Indian commerce, especially with Britain goods, could only increase
1T more such settlers were allowed. British settlers would extend the
market for British manufactures and help organise the labour of India.
Crawfurd quotes Lord Bentinck that to question the ‘important national

108 \aw Dicser?stiorp 129
109 ibidpp 126-129.
10 hidp 120
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advantages’ which would result from ‘there being a considerable body of

our countrymen and their descendants’ settled in India is to ‘tell our
merchants and manufacturers that the habits of a people go for nothing in

creating a market...” 111

In conclusion, this chapter has shown that Low, Crawfurd, Raffles
and ather colonial administrators used and twisted the arguments of
classical economists to promote their favoured strategies in Southeast
Asia: trade, investment and caolonization. They claimed that commerce,
under Smith’s ‘system of natural liberty’, not only brought profits to the
British, but also helped their Asian customers progress and advance. The
benefits bestowed by commerce were highlighted to persuade Bengal and
London authorities that a huge market awaited British manufactures in the
region. Although Indian trade to Southeast Asia was mentioned, references
were made to British commodities out of all proportion to their actusl
consumption in Southeast Asia for rhetorical reasons. This chapter
suggested that the patriotic appeal of ‘British’ manufactures was used to
solicit support for the retention of territory, such as Java and Singapore,
or its extension to include islands such as Banca.

In short, British colonial administrators and writers in early
hineteenth-century Southeast Asia selected what suited their strategies
from the Classical Economists. They used Smithian and Ricardian-style
arguments based on mutual self-interest to suggest that commerce was
‘natural’ and beneficial both to Britain and the countries they
administered. If some parts of economic theory did not really fit in with

11 CrawfurdColonization a7 &7tish Suject s i /mdiep 49. An anonymous article on
Emigration inthe fagindiirghRevienin 1828 also argued forunrestrictedBritishcolonization
gverseas on the basis that ‘'mutual wants, cemented by custom’ must increase commerce
between Britain and these colonies. Commerce, rather than dominion, it explains is now
recognised as providing ‘the only really profitable relations’ which can exist ‘betwixt distant
countries’. ‘Emigration’ Fdimtnngh Feview, January-May, 1828, vol YLVII, no xciii, p 205.



199
their discourse of improvement, such as Malthus’ pessimistic theory of

population, they twisted it to their ends. Rather than accepting Malthus’
cenclusion about an impending crisis they saw increases in population as
proof of their own good government and used it to predict the colonization
and civilization of the archipelago - by the Javanese in the case of Raffles
or the British in the case of Crawfurd and Low - and ever larger markets
for British manufactures. But in their texts, Asian peoples were never
solely regarded as consumers. They were also labourers. Asian labour and
consumption played complementary roles in British plans for the region.
The next chapter will open by considering the aesthetic delight with
which the ‘'eye of the economist’ surveyed labour and its effects in the
tropics. We will Took at the central role ‘1abour’ played in the texts of
Classical economists and its role in British colonial texts about Southeast
Asia where, once again, it was an economic idea which was reinterpreted.
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Chapter Four

LABOUR

BEAUTY IN THE EYE OF THE ECONOMIST
when James Low, superintendent of the small British territory of
Province wellesley on the Malay Peninsula between 1827 and 1840, saw

rice ready to be harvested he was moved to comment:

Viewed with the Eye of an economist, it is a beautiful object,
g ripe waving paddie-field of ten miles or more in extent. The
whole &ir is perfumed by a mellow aroma. The Malay is then in
his glory, and all the old women and elderly matrons are seen

with conical straw hats piucking the ears of corn...!

The mastery of nature through muscular and mental exertion was a
thing of beauty to Low’s "Eye of the economist’. Colonial administrators
often waxed lyrical when reflecting on the place of labour in East
Indian economies. Javanese rice irrigation systems were especially
popular with colonial administrators who found them an almost perfect
exampte of Tabour mixed with nature to produce something greater than
the sum of both these parts, the surplus. It provided Low’s "Eye of the
economist’ with a view of labour unciuttered by machinery or other
forms of capital. As the water tumbled downwards it could be directed

by human exertion into more productive channels. Gravity, water, human

| Low Dissar?etiorn 102
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effort and ingenuity combined in ways so satisfying, they were

beautiful.

Crawfurd described Javanese irrigatiocn systems as particularly
‘pleasing specimens of industry’. He thought the water used in Javanese
irrigation had such an ‘obvious and easy’ source that it required no
other input to achieve results. The absence of machinery and other
expensive overheads in Javanese rice paddies, for him, highlighted
‘industry and perseverance, rather than efforts of skill and capital..”.2
Crawfurd described how "the husbandman... dam the brooks and mountain
streams’ as they ‘descend forming terraces on every accessible slope
and valley’ until:

Mot an accessible spot is to be seen in the season that is not
covered with a rich harvest; and if we take into account - the
brilliant tints of an equatorial sky, - the vicinity of mountains of
ten thousand feet high, the more elevated portions of which are
covered with forests of perpetual verdure, - valleys thickly
strewn with groves of fruits trees, hiding the cottages of the
peasantry, - together with the pecuiliar richness of the rice crop
itself.. rural industry cannot well be contemplated, in any

portion of the globe, to greater advantage.3

In this passage the general avoidance of waste seems to appeal
particularly to Crawfurd. Every nook and cranny is utilised, not a drop
is wasted. The general abundance, along with the juxtaposition of
human industry and its opposite in the backdrop of wild mountains
produced a pleasing effect within the aesthetic of political economy.
Raffles too found the results of Javanese husbandry particulariy
pleasing. The eye of the economist was constantly gratified when it
feasted upon the abundance called forth by the Javanese farmer:

2 Crawfurd Aisiory |, pp 351-2.
3 Ibid I, pp 352-353.
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Nothing can be conceived more beautiful to the eye, or more
gratifying to the imagination, than the prospect of the rich
variety of hill and dale, of rice plantations and fruit trees . .of
natural streams and artificial currents, which presents itself to

the eye...

The eye of the economist was not just the untrained eye of the passive
spectator enjoying a pleasant view. It was the informed viewing of one
who knew the true connections between the babbling brook and the
waving rice paddie. The economist shared the farmer’s knowledge of
the effort which produced the bountiful scene. As Raffles says:

..it is difficult to say whether the admirer of landscape, or the
cultivator of the ground, will be more gratified by the view. The
whole country as seen from the mountains ..appears 8 rich,
diversified and well watered garden, animated with villages,
interspersed with the most luxuriant fields, and covered with the

freshest verdure. 4

The cultivator of course, like the economist, also knew that plentiful
water, fertile soils and hard work were the source of his crop but his
view was narrow and overly focused on the task at hand. The economist
enjoyed an over-view of the labour that had gone into the paddie field
and its place in the global chain of production and consumption. His was
a view that encompassed both the artistic appreciation of landscape
and the practical aims of the cultivator. He shared the latter’s
satisfaction at a job well done but did not loose sight of the crop once
it was sold in the market piace. Nor did he ighore the labour that had

4Raffles, Aistary |, p 108.
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gone into its making - labour which was often overlooked by those non-

ecanomists who merely saw the commodity and not the hard work
which really gave it value.

THE LABDUR THEQRY DOF VYALUE

If Tabour loemed large in the economic gesthetic, it was because
it was central to Classical political economy. It was the substance
behind all the trucking and bartering that went on. A deal done in the
marketplace might appesr to involve services or commodities being
exchanged for other commodities {(often represented by money). But
these commodities were really mere physical manifestations of labour.
Labour was the only thing exchanged: either directly in the case of
services, or indirectiy through the medium of commodities.

A commaodity’s exchange value was determined by the labour
which had been expended in its making, not the wages that were paid to
its makers. No matter what was bartered, what the currency was or the
state of the market, in a normal exchange a good which required twice
as much labour as another, should cost twice as much. A good which
requires three times as much labour as another good should cost three
times as much and so on. The proportional cost of goods should be equal
to the proportional amount of labour which had gane into each of them.

according to the economic historian Gunner Myrdal, one of the
reasons labour was so central to Classical political economy was that
in the early nineteenth century economists were still sesrching for the
‘real” and lasting value of goods and services, rather than their
ephemeral exchange values.S The mediaeval notion of the just price
still lingered at the beginning of the nineteenth century. weighty
matters such as wages and prices could not be 1eft solely to fleeting
encounters between supply and demand lines. For Smith, and later

3 Gunnhar Myrdal 77eFaliticsl Flemeant i ihe Develogmant of Foanamic Fraery/{London:
Routledoe and Kegan Paul, 1955) p 62.
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Malthus and Ricardo, the wages of a labourer or the price of a

commedity must have real and lasting origins. The day-to-day prices
determined by the market were too fluctuating and transient to give
the real value of things. More than what was actually paid, classicsl
economists wanted to know what s#aw/¢be paid. They hoped to “look
behind observable exchange ratios for some ‘inherent’ quality,
something more resl, of which exchange value [was] merely a
reflection’.6

Classical economists thought that they had found the indivisible
core of value in Tabour. Labour imparted value to things and was
valuable in its own right like any other commodity. But unlike any other
commeodity, labour’s value did not fluctuate but remained fairly
constant for three reasons. First, labour everywhare was thought to
involve the same amount of sweat and toil; secondly, the food and
shelter necessary to sustain labour (the labourer’s ‘subsistence’) were
also agsumed to be fairly universal; and thirdly, the recompense for
labour tended to the same level due to market mechanisms at work.

Smith’s starting point in his arguments on the value of labour
was his contention that wages must be high enough not only to enable a
worker to survive but also to encourage him to reproduce. Otherwise
the economy would not last very Tong at ali:

A man must always live by his work and his wages must be
sufficient to maintain him. They must even upon most occasions
be somewhat more; otherwise it would be impossible for him to
bring up a family and the race of such workmen could not live
beyond the first generation.

Smith then goes on to cite Cantilion’s estimate of what wages would
suffice for a man who has a wife and two children to maintain,

& Myrdal FoirticslElanant p 56.
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highlighting that Smith is not using the ward ‘'man’ here in a generic

sense. On the issue of subsistence he limits his discussion to the needs
of an English, male labourer.? The widespread belief of that time that
the dietary, shelter and ciothing needs of female, working class and
non-European people were less, do not appear, at first glance, to enter
into his calculations.

when Smith discusses the value of labour there seems to be no
implied cuTtural or racial difference between different groups of
labourers. Indeed Smith believes that any labourer anywhere ‘must
always lay down the same portion of his ease, his liberty and his
happiness’. It is this extreme universality of the nature of labour which
in Smith’s view makes it the one true measure of the real value of
things:

Labour afone, therefore, never varying in its own value, is
alone the ultimate and real standard by which the value of all
commeodities can at &ll times and places be estimated and
compeared. it is their real price; money is their nominal price

only.B

A bit of lace, for example, was worth so much 1abour rather than the
nominal amount of money which was given for it.
Smith admitted that this was not the ususl way in which things

7 Smith #1.viii.15) pp 85 - 86. Later, when again discussing how much exactlyis
needed for subsistence, Smith avoids what he obviouslysees as a question for the
statistician to answer: it will not be necessary to enter into any tedious or doubtful
calculation of what may be the lowest sum upon which it is possible to do this’, that is,
support a 1abourer and his family. Smith believes there are ‘plain symptoms’ that a
British labourer’s wages are above subsistence ievel. One symptom is that wages do not
fluctuate with the price of provisions. Any wage increase therefore is ‘owing probably
more to the increase of the demand for labour than theincrease in the price of
provisions” #(1.%i11.30). For Smith the further wages were above the ‘subsistance-
line’ the less they were determined by the daily physical needs of the labourer.

8 Smith # 1.v.7) pp 50-51,
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ware valued. Most commodities and services were paid for in money,

rather than equivalent amounts of labour. And the money they were paid
varied with the state of the market. However this amount was a less
truthful evaluation of their real worth. According to Smith, the maoney
that was paid to a labourer was the 'nominal’ price only of his labour.
The ‘real’ price of his labour was the guantity of the necessities of life
which could be purchased with it, mirroring the amount of Tabour that

had been expended.®

what was the reason for Smith and other Classical economists’
search for unvarying value? Apart from the ideal of the "just price’
already mentioned, another factor may have been the increasingly
direct trade Britain conducted with people of different cultures.
Economists reflected this in their use of examples from around the
globe: especially colonised or recently discovered peoples. North
Americans, Hottentots, Chinese and East Indians iliustrated the
universality of their theories. Exotic products such as beaver pelts,
cotton and sugar which were flooding British markets as a direct result
of colonization were also used to flesh out their arguments.10 The
equivalent cost of things in vastly different cultures needed to be
known. A universal standard by which all commaodities could be
evaluated needed to be found. The exertions of the human body seemed
to promise such a universal template.

Furthermare economists also wished to show that their theories
held through time as well as in different places: primitive societies
must be accounted for as well as ancient Greece or Persia, if their
theories were too be truly universal and all-encompassing. it may have
been this range of concerns that led Smith to choose labour as the
unvarying standard by which all value could be measured. For no matter

9Smith #¥(1v.9) p 51.

10 See for example Ricardo’s use of beaver pelts in his Frincin/as ar Folitice/Ecanomy p
13.
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what country they were in, no matter what sort of economy they

betonged to, &11 labourers had bodies. Bodies were the atomistic
element of human society beyond which it could not be broken down any
further. No matter how foreign a society’s mores and manners might be,
one could assume that each person felt approximately the same coid,
hunger ar suffering as any other human being. Labour was defined by
this shared experience of sweat and toil, sacrifice and pain that went
into the production of & commodity.

The human body had the added advantage of not being a
commodity. Despite Smith saying the demand far men is 1ike that for
‘any other commodity’, as we have seen he condemned the actual
practice of trading people like commodities - slavery - as economically
irrational.!! Siavery had been prohibited in Britain by the time Smith
wrote his opus. Smith upheld a very Lockean divide between the
labourer and his work. As he put it in the #es/té af Meiions ‘The
property which every man has in his own labour, as it is the original
foundation of all other property so it is the most sacred and inviable’.12
So although man yas indissolubly linked to his own labour, he was not
identical with it. It was his property. It was the work a body could do
which was brought and sold, not the body itself.

The human body stood outside market relationships and thus
defined them. It provided the foundations for the market place
precisely because, since the demise of slavery in Britain, it was not for
sale. By being beyond the fluctuations of the market prices it provided
a stabie unit of value. It was the most unchangeable element in the
infinite variety contained within the "five stages of man’. No matter
what permutations human relations underwent over time and
throughout the world, the same physical and psychological hardship
¥was always incurred by work. As Smith put it:

11 8mith #M11131.8 - 12) pp 367-390.
125mith #¥(lxc.12) p 138
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Equal quantities of labour, at all times and places may be said
to be of equal value to the labourer. In his ordinary state of
health, strength and spirits; in the ordinary degree of his skill
and dexterity, he must always lay down the same portion of his
ease, his liberty and his happiness. The price he pays must
always be the same, whatever may be the quantity of goods he
receives in return for it_.it is their value which varies, not

that of the labour which pays for them..13

In a {perhaps unwitting) act of radical egalitarianism, classical
economists tended towards declaring all work to be of equal value. If
there were differences they were quantitative rather than qualitative.
There were of course averheads such as rent and the profits of the
employer to consider but the most significant variable for classicsl
economists was the labour input. In comparing the price of two
commodities it was the number of hours of 1abour that went into each
commodity, rather than the training or talent informing that labour
which counted. This made comparisons of the true value of things

easier and more straight-forward.

CORN AND OTHER STAPLES

In Smith and other classical economists who adhered to the
labour theory of value there is an unspoken assumption that input
equals output. As Catherine Gallagher says of political economy:

[Tlhe discipline takes labour to be the source of all value and
measures the value of labour by the value of the commodities
(food, clothing, lodging) necessary to replenish the body for the

13 gmith WA(1.v.7) D 50.



210
hours of labour expended oh another commodity.14

This, as she points out is a ‘circular logic’ that does not give an
absolute value to labour {as the economists hoped) or even to bodies (as
one would think) but constantly defers grounding value in either. One is
always evaluated in terms of the other:

[T]he value of bodies is not absolute but is rather based on their
ability to create 8 commodity whose value is only defined in
relationship to its ability to replenish the body. Food and the
body, commodity and labour, thus constantly indicate each other

as the source and gauge of their value. 15

The purchase of his subsistence became the cause and effect of the
labourer's work. 1t drove him to work, but it was also the way in which
that work was evaiuated.

In this circular fashion, Smith makes the subsistence of the
labourer the manifestation of his labour’s worth. The labourer’s input,
everything he consumes, was equated with his output, the work he did.
But this equation was not as simple as it seemed. So many different
items made up the three main categories of subsistence - food,
ciothing and shelter - and in differing quantities. For example, each
labourer ate many different items of food and wore different articles
of clothing. Furthermore, the ‘real’ price of labour, that which is

‘consistent with commaon humanity’. was the Towest rate on which it is
possible for a labourer to support himself and his children.16 Thus to

determine the ‘real” price of labour through subsistence, required
determining the myriad needs of at least three people: the labourer and

14 Gallagher 'The Body in Thomas Malthus’ p 92.
15 1bid p 96.
16 gmith MAX1.viii.14-16) p 86.
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his two children. It was perhaps because of this complexity of

calculating subsistence levels, that Smith narrowed his focus down to
food and then down to the consumption of one item of food only.
whatever was the staple item of the worker’s diet could stand for all
his subsistence. One food would become the easily measured index of
the labourer’s output.

Corn was the generic term for the staple food of any given
population of workers. ‘Corn’, which could also be rice, oats or
potatoes, whatever was “the common and favourite vegetable food of
the people’, was an almost perfect unit of measurement.17 Smith
believed that in the same country: ‘Equal quantities of 1abour will at
distant times be purchased more nearly with equal quantities of corn,
the subsistence of the labourer..”.'8 That is, corn will be warth roughly
the same equivalent amounts of labour. Smith’s emphasis on the
labourer’'s diet also implies that in the same country, people doing
equal amounts of work ate more or less the same amount of food.
However, his claim that ail crops of ‘corn’, needed roughly equal
investments of labour was significantly qualified: ‘the raising of equal
quantities of corn iz the same soif 866 ofimstewill, at an average
require nearly equal quantities of labour’. 19

Smith said “in the same soil and climate” because the value of
corn, and thus labour, was not translatable between countries. in
different soils and climates, the real value of labour was different.
Different soils and different climates could change the amount of

17 Smith Ml xi.e.29) p 206.

18 gmith #M1.v.15) p 53. Although it is unclear it seems, ultimately, Smith found corn
to be toounstable in value for it to be the universal standard. But evidently it was a close
call so directly did labour translate into corn and back again. Gold on the other hand could
easily be shown to be of fluctuating worth: ‘Gold and silver ..like every other commodity
vary in their value..The quantity of the Tabour which any particular quantity of them can
purchase or command..depends always upon the fertility or barrenness of the mines..’
{l.v.?) p 49.

19Smith m¥(1.%1.e.28) p 206.
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labour needed to grow “corn’. in "'thinly inhabited’ countries for

example, Smith said ‘cattle, poultry, game..are the spontaneous
productions of nature” and ‘she frequently produces them in much
greater quantities than the consumption of the inhabitants requires’.
From this Smith concludes: "In different states of society,... therefore,
such commodities will represent or be equivalent to, very different
guantities of labour’.2¢ The implication is that in such abundant
countries (as the tropics were commonly believed to be) commodities
are worth less, because they have been made with little or no labaur. A
more significant implication of this is that 1abour itself in those
countries is worth less.

Crawfurd certainly believed the East Indies were so fertile that
they were rendered productive with less labour. In his ‘General Remarks
on the Husbandry of the Indian Isiands’ he says:

Everywhere the plains and mountains are either covered with a
luxuriant herbage or tall forests; and it is probable there are
few acres in the extensive regions of the Indian isiasnds, that,
with a dense population and in an improved state of society are
incapable of yielding some productions necessary or useful to

man.21

Javanese irrigation, earlier referred to, is the also the source of an
easy surplus. Crawfurd maintains he has ‘seen an extensive tract of
waste land covered in a few months with a rich harvest’ after the
application of “wonderfully little labour’. The Javanese digging a few
canals or drains ‘multiplies the productive powers of the earth in a
sextuple ratio’ so according to Crawfurd it is no “wonder that men even
in their state of society should be sroused to exertion’ by these sorts

20 Smith ¥ |.xi.e) p 206.
21 Crawfurd &rstary |, p 346.
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of improvements.22 Raffles also thought that the ‘soil of Java’ was

‘remarkable for the abundance and variety of its productions’ even with
‘very little care or exertion on the part of the cultivator’ .23 Likewise
James Low thought that in Penang, ‘owing to the bounty of nature’, even
the poorest peasant received ‘a return ample when compared with the
labour bestowed on it’.24

Fertile soils, favourable climates and water sources were not the
only variables causing the value of Tabour to vary between countries.
The type of staple food could mean that its production reguired less
labour. In the above quotations from Crawfurd, Raffles and Low it is not
only the fertile soils and tropical climate which rewards 1abour so
handsomely, it is also the main crop grown: rice. Raffles estimated that
rice cultivated in Java "gives a return of thirty, forty or fifty fold” and
in some places could yield up to three crops a year.2S Adam Smith was
also impressed with ‘rice countries” which ‘generally yield two,
sometimes three crops ina year, each of them more plentiful than any
common crop of corn...”. In these rice-eating countries:

..the r#&/ price of labour, the #&s/quantity of the necessaries
of 1ife which is given to the labourer, it has already been
observed is lower both in China and Indostan, the two great
markets of India, than it is through.. Europe. The wages of the
labourer will there purchase a smaller quantity of food..[my

italics].26

Furthermore the staple could also more or less easily sustain the

22 \phid |, pp 353-354.

23 Raffles Aistory), p 107.
24 Low Disserisliaep p 144,
23 Raffles A/story), pp 107-6.
26 gmith #W{l.xi.0.28) p 224.
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labourer. In the Mesiis af NetiansSmith commented several times on

the relative nutritional value of four staple foods throughout the world:
wheat, oats, potatoes and rice. Each of these he identified with four
respective different physical locations: England, Scotland, Ireland and
‘Asia’ (mainly India and China but occasionally the East Indies). Smith
compares rice-eating Asians with the wheat-eaters of England, the
oat-eaters of Scotland and the potato-eating Irish. The staple food
affects those who eat it in large quantities. In a Yery unpatriotic
manner, Smith declares cats to be the least nutritious staple, with the
Scottish "neither strong nor so handsome as the same rank of peaple in
England who are fed with wheaten bread’. Potatoes on the other hand
lend themselves to more desirable national characteristics: ‘the
strongest men end the most beautiful women in the British dominions
are said to be... the Towest rank of people in Ireland who are generally
fed this root.’27

Dats were the Teast nutritious byt cheapest staple food to grow.
Smith was careful to point gut that the Scots ate ‘oatmeal’ because of
their low wages. This did not mean that they deserved low wages
because of their inexpensive diet. The cheap oat, lacking in nutrition “is
not the cause, but the effect of the difference in their wages’ compared
to the higher wages of “their neighbours’ in England. Smith condemns as
‘a strange misapprehension’ the idea that the Scots’ cheaper diet is the

27 8mith #ov(1.x1.b.41) p 177. Crawfurd entertained similar notions sbout the
‘importance of food in forming the character of the different races’. in his survey of the
region with which he intreduces his Aistaryer the fndian Arohinalsgohe compared the
staple foods, sago and rice. In the westem-most countries of the region, rice was the
staple. As one moved eastward across the region, sago replaced rice as the staple with a
corresponding fall in‘civilization’ (the Philippines were the exceplionbeingprone to
‘hurricanes” which ‘alone gives a peculiar character to the country’). On the other side
of the world, whest had helped form westem civilization. Crawfurd asserted that ‘No
country has produced a great or ciivilized race, but e country which by its fertility is
capable of yietding & supply of farinaceous grain of the first quality. Man seems never to
have made progress in improvement, when feeding on inferior grains, farinaceous roots,
on fruits or on the pith of trees’ (sago comes from the pith of sago palm trees). Crawfurd
Histary |, pp 7-11, pp 14-15.
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cause of low Scottish wages. He draws an analogy with the poor being

forced to walk while the rich take a carriage. They use different modes
of transport not because walking and carriages are most suited to their
respective natures but because rich people can afford & coach, while
poot people have no choice.28

Malthus elaborated on this point in his FArvucinies of Falitics’
Eeonomy He differed from Smith in that he claimed that time
habituated peopie to choices forced upon them by economic
circumstances. Quoting the above passage from Adam Smith, he
insisted that ‘partly from physical and partiy from moral causes, the
standard of comfort differs essentially in different countries... The
effect ..becomes in its turn the cause..’ Long periods of low wages, he
explained, produced labourers who were not only used to living on less,
but also prepared to marry and reproduce on less. These people "By
suppiying the quantity of labour required at a low rate, would become a
constantly operating cause of low wages’.2%

Most colonial administrators followed Malthus in this regard,
rather than upholding Smith’s distinction between the cause and effect
of cheaper diets. They consistently saw the rice-based diets of most
Asians as the cause (and not the effect) of their lower wages. Even
when actual wages were unknown they could be deduced, by estimating
the labourers’ subsistence needs. Crawfurd, for example, said of Siam
[Thailand] that although the “absence of free labour’ in that country
‘makes it a matter of some difficulty to ascertain its actual price’ he
imagined “the wages of labour to be amply paid... for the Siamese
peasantry are economical in their diet’ and he thought "the necessaries
of life’ were ‘remarkably cheap, and their climate is such as to render @

28 gmith mw(1.viii.33) p 03,

28 Malthus Arimcipiesaf Faliticel Economiy vol | (London, 1820) Reprint ed.J. Pullen
{Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969) p 240.
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very small portion of clothing, their dearest article’.30

The chief staple of the Siamese diet was of course rice. Adam
Smith also presumed that rice justified lower wages. He did not meake
the same careful distinction between cause and effect for rice as he
did for oets. As we have seen, he thought the labour performed by
people in rice-eating countries had a lower value because they more
easily preduced their staple. Subsistence was cheaper in real terms, as
well as money terms.

Furthermore, because of the higher nutritional value he believed
rice possessed, Asian countries had a higher population. Rice and
potatoes were the most nourishing staples, enabling the labourer to
reproduce even if he ate less of them than wheat ar pats. Smith
estimated the potato, along with rice, to be at 1east three times as
‘nourishing’ as whest. Potatoes had the additional advantage of being
much easier to grow: ‘An acre of potatoes is cultivated with less
expence than an acre of wheat’. He predicted an Asian-style population
explosion should ‘this root ever become in any part of Europe, like rice
in some rice countries, the common and favourite vegetable food of the
peaple...”. If potatoes ever came

to occupy the seme proportion of lands in tillage which wheat
..doles] at present, the same guantity of cultivated land would
maintain a much greater number of people, and the labourers
being generally fed with potatoes, a greater surplus would
remain..Population would increase and rents would rise much

beyond what they are at present.3!

30 Crawfurd "Journal of an Embassy from the Governor General of India to the Courts of
Siam and CochinChina exhibiting a view of the Actual State of thase Kingdoms’ { London,
1828). The Crawiurd Faparsincluding this journal and letters he sent regarding his time
in Siam. (Reprinted by the Vajiranana National Library, Bangkok, 1915) p 139.

31 Gmith w1 .xib39) p 176
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Crawfurd seemed to be using this equivalence between the

population growth sustained by potatoss and that sustained by rice
when he estimated the rate of population grawth of British India using
that of Ireland. Wishing to show that the East India Company has
underestimated the number of ‘consumers’ in the parts of india under
their salt monopoly (and thus undersupplied them) he explains:

Ireland is the country which probably approaches the nearest to
that portion of India of which we are speaking in rate of increase
of population. In the eight-and-twenty years intervening hetween
1791 and 1821, the increase here was estimated at above 60 per
cent. We have assumed but one-half of this rate for Bengal, in

order to be strictly within bounds 32

However Smith’s idea that labourers could suddenly change their
staple diet by, for example, substituting potatoes for wheat, was
doubted by the colonial administrator, James Low. Low thought peaple
were too resistant to changing their traditional fare. As Low put it:
‘nature has..ordained that the population of any given country... prefer
the grain or food which it yields to that of any other country, and
cannhot be easily induced to substitute..even [for] a better and more
nutritious kind’.33 Thus even if they are paid more, people do not
necessarily eat more expensive food. In a significant admission, Low in
his discussion of the ‘frugal’ diet of "the Malay’, pointed out that a
‘higher rate of wages’ was paid to Malay labourers it “would not greatly
alter the food of the people’ so “a larger surplus for obtaining articles

of convenience and commerce would remain’ 34

32 Crawfurd 47 mguiry Inta Same oF the Frincipsl fenonaiies af thaFast indis Compseny
{London, 1830} p 12.

33 Low Prssertstiorpl2 1.
34 1bidp 161.
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This brief comment by Low is worth noting for the implications it

contains. If the Malay labourer was paid more, but their diet and other
‘customary’ outiays remained the same, their surplus would be greater.
As they accumulated more surplus, they could, in keeping with Smith’s
‘progress of opulence’, reinvest it back into the soil, they could
increase their industry, or trade it for something they needed more
(preferably, in Low’s eyes, British manufactures). The extra surplus,
originating in a combination of the Malays’ traditionally ‘frugal diet’
with a ‘higher rate of wages’ could, in shart, initiate or accelerate
their ‘progress of opulence’. However in his 27sserietion Low did not
pursue the implications of his suggestion that Malays be paid more. He
throws out the suggestion and then follows it immediately with a
comparison af what English, American, Chinese and Malay labourers are
paid. The pay rates (of one peck of wheat, two pecks of wheat, one peck
of rice and half & peck of rice respectively) are graduated and, at least
in the Straits Settiements, racially differentiated.3> There are two
possible reasons for this lack of discussion. One is that Low’s
isserisiran as a collection of his newspaper columns, is often
disjointed and abruptly switches topics. The other reason might be that
Low felt he was still talking about the same topic. Wages in the Straits
Settlements were set according to a racial scale that was partly
determined by the perceived dietary needs of certain Asian peoples, and
as we shall see, other reasons. Even the hope of enabling them to
purchase more British manufactures could not upset the hierarchical
pay scale.

THE PROGRESS OF CPULENCE
Population increase compounded the already-existing difference
in the real value of labour in rice-growing countries compared to wheat

35 Low Drssartstiorpp 161-2.
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countries. Not only was the level of subsistence lower in rice and

potata countries but also their large populations meant too many
labourers competing for too few jobs. We have already seen how
competition for the work funded by limited resources was one of
Smith’s overarching factors which influenced the progress of nations.
Which of Smith’s three states a country was in {the progressive state,
exemplified by the rapidly progressing British colonies in America; the
stationary state exemplified by miserable China; and the declining
state exemplified by the backward-sliding East indies under the
dominion of the East India Company) was determined by the amount of
labour compared to the funds available to pay for it.

Such was the constant equivaience between this competition for
work and the capital to fund it, that Crawfurd used it to work
backwards from wages to estimate a country’s population. He assessed
the accuracy of the low estimate of ‘sixty-three inhabitants per square
mile’ in Burma by considering the level of wages there. Crawfurd
thought that Burmese wages were high enough to indicate capitalists
competing for workers. In Burma he found ‘the effectusl wages of
labour are not low, as in fully peopled countries, but high, as in thinly
inhabited ones’ thus he concluded that the conjecture of sixty-thiree
inhabitants per square mile was probably right: it is impossible to
believe such estimates are greatly over-rated’ 36

In a “fully peopled’ country such as China, on the other hand,
competition between too many warkers lowered wages. In his £ssay an
e Frincipie of FomylatianMalthus described the populousness of China
as ‘forced’ because ‘the people have been habituated by degrees to live

upon the smallest possible quantity of food’.37 Like Smith, Malthus

36 John Crawfurd Jowrnal oF 871 Embassy to the Courl of Ave |1, part 1,p 235.

37 In Smith too, if the Chinese labourer, for example ‘by digging in the ground afl day...
can get what will purchase a smalt quantity of rice in the eveninghe is contented’. Smith
A (1Lviii.24) p 89.
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described the “lower class of Chinese’ ag “living almost upon the

smallest quantity of food and are giad to get any putrid offal that
European labourers would rather starve than eat. This very small
margin for error results in frequent famines. Malthus added that the
Inhabitants of the subcontinent of India have become used to surviving
(and perishing) on very little. Without reference to mercantile
companies, Malthus made the poverty of cantinental India a
longstanding lifestyle choice which compounded itself: ‘It is probable
that the very frugal manner in which the Gentoos are in the habit of
living contributes in some degree to the famines of Indostan’.38
Crawfurd followed Malthus in this regard. He considers only the
pressure of population when comparing Burmese wages with those in
India. The price of labour’ in Burma or its rice equivalent is greater
than it is in ‘our old and densely populated provinces in Hindustan.. The
wages of the native of Bengal will purchase about eight hundred pounds

of rice; that of the Burman about eleven hundred and twenty’' 3% The
inference is that it is the density of population alone in India which
causes its wages to be lower than those of Burma. Here Crawfurd
follows Malthus rather than Smith in his depiction of the impersaonal
forces of population growth. He does not blame the East India Company
for the lower wages of Hindus, in contrast to his rage against
mercantile companies elsewhere (and in contrast to Smith). Labour is
cheaper in ‘our’ provinces in India because they are ‘densely populated’.
Differences in populatian density between two countries gave rise to
differences in labour costs and uitimately to differences in the
exchange value of that labour. In Classical economic texts this sort of
phenomena was explained by Ricardo’s “law of comparative advantage’.
We have already briefly considered this ‘law’. We shall now look at it in
relation to non-British races in economic texts before we look at how

38 Malthus £ssaypp 115-116.
39 Crawturd fmpsssy to the fourt of svs |1, part 1, pp 241-2.
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it was used or flouted in colonial texts.

THE LAW OF COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE

Smith was careful to stipulate that it was ‘at the same time and
place only” that money paid for a commodity was proportioned to the
labour that commodity represented:

The more or less money you get for any commodity, in the London
market, for example, the more or 1ess 1abour it will at that time
and place enable you te purchase or command. At the same time
and place therefore, money is the exact measure of the resl

exchangeable value of all commodities.40

Smith admitted that 1abour was of unegual vaiue in places & long
way away from each other or ‘distant places’ as he called them. There
15, Smith says, "at distant places..no regular proportion between the
real and the money price of commodities..”. Smith admitted that there
was an unequal exchange involved in trade between societies at
different stages.When a progressive or improving country where labour
is “well rewarded’ traded with a stationary or backward one in which
the value of labour was comparatively low, it would gain by the
exchange. in the trade in precious metals between Europe and India, as
Smith described it, the metal would go from Europe to India where it,
‘ih proportion to the quantity of labour and commaodities which it costs
in Europe, will purchase or command a greater quantity of labour and

commodities in India’ 41

Ricardo was even more unabashed about the unequal exchange of
labour between countries. His theory of foreign trade had countries
taking advantage of this unequal evaluation of labour. This theory,

40 Smith A(1.v.19) p 55.
41 Smith Mt xig) p 224.
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which we briefly considered in the last chapter (known as Ricardo’s

theory of comparative advantage or comparative costs) is usually
simply presented as all countries specialising in what they produce
best. This division of 1abaur on an internationa] level would result in
the best possible use of the worid's resources. As Ricardo promised:
‘the happiness of mankind...should be increased by ...each country
producing those commodities for which by its situation, its climate and
its other natural or artificial advantages it is adapted, and by their

exchanging them for the commodities of other countries’ 42 Or, as

James Low said in a more long-winded fashion:

.88 each nation would, from its soil or geographical position or
otherwise, possess distinct natural productions independent of
the principal one of food, hence these would become one of the
mediums for commerce and .. the surplus would become

exchangeable for foreign luxuries and objects of convenience.43

However despite both countries in the exchange doing better than
1T they tried to produce both goods themselves, there is still an unequal
exchange of labour. Ricarda’s ‘comparative advantage’ lies in the fact
that equal amounts of labour are not always exchanged. A good which is
made with three times as much labour as another good is not evaluated
at three times its worth. An equal exchange of labour does so7take
place in far distant places.44 Ricardo told the now famous economic
parable of the Portuguese wine and the Engiish cloth. Portugal’s best
and most efficient produce is wing, England’s is cloth, therefore
Portugal trades wine for English cloth and both benefit. Rather than

42 Ricarde Frimcipiasp 8.
43 Low Disseristian 122.

44 Malthus also pointed out that the law of comparative advantage meant that unegual
amounts of Tabour are exchanged at home as well as abroad, since most manufactured
qoods have some foreian ingredients in them. Malthus Frapcipfesp 95,
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England diverting some of her resources to manufacturing wine, she

concentrates on that job in which she excels.
This results in the unequal equivalents of labour being exchanged:

the quantity of wine which she [Portugall shall give in gxchange
for the cloth of England is #sa? determined by the respective
quantities of labour devoted to the production of gach, as it
would be if both commodities were manufactured in England, or
both in Portugal...

The advantage to each country arises from the unequal amounts of
labour being exchanged as commodities:

To produce the wine in Portugal might require only the labour of
80 men for ane year and to produce the cloth in the same country
might require the labour of 90 men for the same time... Thus
England would give the produce of the l1abour of 100 men for the
produce of 80.

Ricardo goes on to reiterate that in the same country, where
unimpeded labour and capital flows would even out the exchanges, the
same amounts of labour must always be exchanged: ‘Such an exchange
could not take place between the individuals of the same country. The
labour of 100 Englishmen cannot be given for that of 80 Englishmen but
the produce of the labour of 100 Engiishmen may be given for the
produce of the labour of 80 Portuguese, 60 Russians, or 120 East

Indians.’45 The last words of this passage is the only place Ricardo

mentions ‘East Indians’. He does nat give an explanation as to why the
value of their labour is less than that of Englishmen, and 1ess than that

45 Ricardo Frinciales p 82-63.
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of other Europeans. He does say, however, that this non-equivalence in

labour exchanges between different countries is ‘accounted for, by

considering the difficulty with which capital moves from one country
to another, to seek a more profitable empioyment, and the activity [i.e.
speed] with which it invariably passes from one province to another in

the same country’ 46

Distance is not the only impediment to market farces in long-
distance trade resulting in unbalanced labour exchanges. Peoples’
subsistence needs were also presumed to differ between countries: not
only, as we saw, because of the relative value of different staple foods
but also because of the different ‘customs’ of each country.
Subsistence should not only cover the expence of the brute existence of
the 1abourer (and his children) but also those things which by
established custom were almost necessities. In speaking of the
subsistence wage, Smith made allowance for customary expense and
for “those things which the established rules of decency have rendered
necessary 1o the lowest rank of people’.47 The necessities of life {or
‘necessaries’ as they were then called), Smith explained, meant ‘not
only commodities which are indispensably necessary for the support of
life, but whatever the custom of the country renders it indecent for

46 Ricardo Frincipiesp 83. He adds that “the fancied or real insecurity of capital, when
not under the immediate control of the owner... check the emigration of capital’ and
‘induce most men of property to be satisfied with a low rate of profitsin their own
country, rather than seek a more advantageous employment for their wealth in foreign
nations’ (p 83). Obviously with today’s free fiow of capital around the world, ‘men of
property’ can send their money abroad while staying at home. This free flow of capital
however is not matched by a free flow of 1abour, since immigration is checked. Hence,
despite talk of ‘globalisation’, the largest part of today’s global economy involves only
half of Ricardo’s equation, Money flows freely around the world while 1abour Tlows
{apart from those of a well-~educated elite) are checked. The self-regulating market
mechanisms which Ricarda observed in the one country of England are not as beneficial as
he depicted them, because the warld-wide ‘natural’ prices of capital and 1abour are never
attained. The restrictions onimmigration of the labouri ng classes mean that flows of
capital into one area are not followed by the flow of 1abourers into the same area as
Ricardo assumed would ‘naturally’ occur.

47 Smith #¥1.viii.15) p 85.
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creditable people of the lowest order te be without’. That this was a

Civilizational difference was made clear by Adam Ferguson in his
History of C7vl] Saciely: ‘The necessary of life is a vague and relative
term: it is the one thing in the opinion of the savage; another in that of

the polished citizen..’.48 Adam Smith gave the example of the linen
shirt and leather shoes which, although unknown to the Greeks and

Romans, "in the present times, through the greater part of Europe, a
creditable day-labourer would be ashamed to gppear in public

without.. . 49
Ricardo also factored ‘habits and customs” into his subsistence

level wages:

..the natural price of labour.. essentially depends on the habits
and customs of the people. An English labourer would consider his
wages under his natural rate and too scanty to support a family
if they enabled him to purchase no other food than potatoes and
to live in no better habitation than a mud cabin; yet these
moderate demands of nature are often deemed sufficient in
countries where ‘man’s life is cheap’ and his wants easily

satisfied. 50

In this passage Ricardo is obviously comparing present day England to
Ireland. The low levels of subsistence of the [rish,with their nutritious
potatoes and mud cabins mean a ‘man’s life’ is literally cheap. Despite
the use of benign words like ‘habits and customs’, a labourer’s life
might indeed be “cheap’ if his customs and habits had become part of
the very fabric of his being. It seems that poor living conditions meant

48 adam Ferquson Arisiary of Civil Society)ll, iv, (ed) Forbes {Edinburgh 1968)p 142.

49 Smith #MV.iik.3) pp BE9-B70. Bizarrely enough Smith says it is not the custom for
Scottish women to wear shoes and they may ‘without any discredit [but, in winter,
praobable frost-bite]walk about bare-footed’.

S0 Ricardo Fremcip/esp 55.
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an Irish labourer’s work was less valuable and since that provided the

value for everything else in the labour theory of value, the commodities
he produces were also worth less and ultimately it would seem in the
above passage the labourer himself.

A particularly nutritious staple food could lead to s population
explosion, thus changing the ratio of labourers to capital. Too many
labourers competing for jobs lowered their worth. For Malthus, the
increase of the population of ireland, compared with other European
countries was because the adoption of & ‘cheaper food, which might be
produced in large quantities [and]..has allowed the increase of people to
precede the demand for labour’.5! The staple food could also change the
value of labour because it altered the equation by which the labourer’s
output (his labour) was measured by his tnput {his subsistence,
especially his food). Thus Ricardo warned his reader against too blind a
faith in the constancy of 1abour:

It is #sef to be understood that the nstural price of labour
estimated even in food and necessaries, is absolutely fixed and

constant. It.. very materially differs in different countries.52
He footnoted this sentence with the following extraordinary admission:

The shelter and the clothing which are indispensable in one
country may be in no way necessary to another; and a labourer in
Hindostan may continue to work with perfect vigour, though
receiving, as his natural wages, only such a supply of covering
as would be insufficient to preserve a labourer in Russia from
perishing. Even in countries situated in the same climate,
different habits of living will often accasion variations in the

31 Malthus Frimcipies p 260.
52 Ricardo Frincipies p S4Imy emphasis).
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natural price of Tabour as considerable as those which are

produced by natural causes’. - P. 68. A7 E558Y on the Externg?
Lo 7rega by R. Torrens Esq. The whole of this subject is most
ably illustrated by Colonel Torrens.

When we go to the book referred to by Ricardo, Torrens’ F885Y o
ine Extarnsl Caryr Trede we see the original context of the quotation is,
again, a concern about that race just across the sea from the English,
the Irish. Torrens’ book is a passionate refutation of the Corn Laws. He
wants the removal of any laws restricting the importation of corn into
England. His book is a free trade tract with heavy reliance on Ricardo’s
Law of Comparative Advantage but with even greater reliance on
Malthus’ population principle. He is, however, an optimistic Malthusian.
In Europe, at least, he believes that ‘in almost every society the
tendency is not to increase population faster than capital; but, on the

contrary to increase capital more rapidly than population’.53

Torrens’ above comparison of the ‘Hindustan’ and Russian labourer
occur in his "Appendix on the Means of Improving the Condition of the
Labouring Classes”. In this Appendix however, Torrens’ focuses not on
Indian or Russian labourers, but on the Irish. In the subsection
explaining “The Minimum of Wages’ he says, in agreement with Smith
and Ricardo, that this minimum ‘consists in s quantity of the
hecessaries and conveniences of life sufficient to preserve the
labourer in working condition and .. keep up the race of labourers’.54 He
then goes on to say that a "1ebourer in Ireland will rear a family under
circumstances which would... deter an English workman from

53 Torrens Fesay o the Externsl Corp Frede (London, 1829) p 475.
34 1bid p 460.
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marriage..”.55 However he predicts ‘a diffusion of instruction gmongst

the people might give a prudential check to martriage [and] would raise
the minimum of wages in that country to an equality with their
minimum in England."56 |t is particularly important that this sort of
instruction is given to the Irish because they alone of all European
races do not seem familiar with Malthys’ population laws. They are
tgnorant that ideally ‘as a country approaches the limits of her
agricultural resources, marriages become less frequent” and the power
‘to increase and muitiply’ should be ‘checkad and controuled’ [sic) by
‘considerations of prudence and the desire of bettering our conditions’.
According to Torrens, ‘these principles are established by the actual
condition of the labouring classes in every country of Europe except
Ireland.”s?

A lower birthrate would bring about economic equilibrium. AN
labourers could benefit fram ‘precaution in entering the marriage state
and in regulating the numbers of families’ not just Irish ones. Once
lower birthrates are encouraged

99 Malthus also thought the potato, being the nutritional equivaient of a wage increase,
had led to a population explosion in Ireland. The irish had ‘spent’ their "higher’ wages on
‘the maintenance of large and freguent families’ rather than on an “improvement in the
modes of subsistence, and the conveniences end comforts enjoyed’ because they lacked
good government (they did not know if they could keep the fruits of their industry under
just laws) and ‘self-respect’. The potato had been introduced into Ireland when ‘the
lover classes of society were insuch a state of oppression and ignorance, were so little
respected by others and consequently had so litt)e respect for themselves that solong as
they could get food, and that of the cheapest Kind, they were content to marry under the
prospect of every other privation”. Whereas when a comparable event occurred in
England in the seventeenthand eighteenth centuries (theprice of wheat fell} The lower
classes of people had been in the habit of being respected, both by the laws and the higher
orders of their fellow citizens, and had 1earned in consequence to respect themselves.
And the result was, that, instead of an increase in populationexclusively, a considerable
portion of their increased real wages was expended in a markad improvement of the
quality of the food consumed, and a decided elevation of the standard of their comforts
and conveniences’. Malthus Fr;ﬁ:;pfesafFﬁfm‘z?affmmmypp 250- 252, pp 253-254.

36 Torrens £558¢4 p 460, He also suggests simply tntroducing capital to raise wages
(although he thinks this shouldbe in conjunction with instruction to lower the Irish birth-
rate).

371bid p 476.
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then will population be at all times so requlated, that the SUppIyY
of Tabour will be duly apportioned to the quantity of fertile land...
and the 1abouring classes will emerge from their degradation and

will permanently enjoy ease, comfort and independence.38

According to Torrens, this would soon be happening with the British
working class due to the ‘useful instruction’ spreading amongst them
‘were it not for one fatal counteracting cause - the annual inundations
of Irigh labour.

These ‘inundations’ of Irish labour are caused by the physical
proximity of Ireland and Britain. They are aggravated by better
transport which negated the effect of distance on which Smith and
Ricardo relied for the safe, unequal exchange of 1abour. Capital and
lahour now flow freely between the two countries; now that the "two
islands are so intimately connected - steam navigation has brought
their shores into such immediate contact - that if Irish wages do not
rise to the ievel of English, English wages must fall to the level of
Irish’. Torrens finishes his book with a rallying cry to action. He

exhorts the ‘people of England’ to

look to this..if effectual means are not applied for improving
the habits of their Irish brethren, the political degradation into
which they have fallen will... sink the great body of the peopie
throughout the United Kingdom to one comimon level of extreme

and hopeless misery.>®

COMPARATIVE COSTS BETWEEN ‘NATIONS IN CLOSE PROXIMITY

S8 |pid pp 476-477.
39 \bid p 477.
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It is obvious from the above quotations from various political
economists, especially Torrens, that the difference in wages between
the Irish and English were felt to threaten directly English wage rates
and prosperity. However it is also obvious that an even wider gap was
perceived to exist between Asian and European customary and dietary
wants. With the exception of the Irish, the Europeans ate staple foods,
wheat and oats, that were more costly to produce than rice but were
less nutritious {resulting in less labour output and lower reproductive
rates). Asians also lived in a climate that required less clothing and
shelter. In contrast, in the case of Europeans their more expensive
customary wants had become an ingrained feature of their economic
worth. This was the case even when they had moved overseas as
Malthus said in his Frincipies of Faliticsl £conaniy

The high wages both real and nominal of America, occasioned by
the rapid accumulation of capital and the power of selling
produce, obtained by & comparatively small quantity of labour, &t
Lrane s fI7Ces are unquestionably the cause of the very rapid

progress of the American population.80

Iln Southeast Asia, the physical distance betyween the different
populations was even 1ess than between the English and the Irish.
Torrens’ “snnual inundations of [foreign] labour’ had long since happened
in Southeast Asia. Different races, on different rates of pay and vrith
assumed different subsistence needs, lived and worked side-by-side in
the British colonies of Southeast Asia. The implications of Ricardo’s
~ theory of comparative costs were played out without an intervening
space {such as the Irish sea) to separate them. The comparative
advantage (or cost) determined in each country by factors such as

60 Malthus Frinciriesp 260 [my italics]
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differing population densities, pursued its workers over the seas. Even

when they left their overcrowded home-country for better prospects in
an underpopulated one, the wages determined by conditions in their
home country, such as its population density, often stuck with them.
Furthermore, the wages paid to the different races were determined
not only by the conditions prevailing in their country of origin but also
the food they ate, their supposed capacities for labour, and other
factors.

Admittedly one has to 1ook carefully for these comments in
colonial texts of Southeast Asia. Ironically in most Southeast Asian
colonial texts, even those texts which otherwise devote many pages to
economic issues such as free trade, there is little discussion of those
core elements of Classical political economy: labour and its valueb!
while there was some acknowledgement of the numerous differences in
wages paid to different Asian peoples {and Europeans) there was little
discussion of the reasons for these differences. They were usually
simply presented as a /&/¢ sceaneli This may be because, unlike the
Irish case, English prosperity was not directly threatened by
differential rates of pay in Southeast Asia. In the absence of a&n
immediate threat to English interests, there was little to discuss. If
anything, British profits in Southeast Asia may have been threatened by
too much questioning of the status quo. The English paid differential
wages according to tradition and because they had the power 10 do so.
They had the capital and in their small colonies throughout Southeast
Asia, were largely in charge of its distribution,

Furthermore, lower wages for varicus races were difficult for
them to fit into their discourse of ‘improvement’. While they could peq

61 Thisis despite Torrens’ assertion that, ‘the principles which regulate the wages of
labour form, without any exception, the most interesting and important division of
Potitical Economy. The study of Political Economyif it did not teach the way in which
labour may obtain an adequate reward might serve to gratifya merely speculative
curiosity but could scarcely conduce to any purposes of practical utility.” Torrens £ss8¢y
Appendix ‘0On the Means of Improving the Condition of the Labouring Classes’p 451.
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the scale of wages to their perceptions of how ‘improved’ each race

was, it was more difficult to show how such differences furthered that
improvement. Racial distinctions had a permanency about them which
mitigated against the very idea of ‘improvement’. In our consideration
above of Low’s throw-away line that if Malays were paid higher wages
they would buy more British goods, the ‘improvement’ that Adam Smith
and others saw arising from higher wages was not followed up. In
comparison to the many predictions and promises of improvement from
ather economic activities such as trade and commerce, improvement of
the Asian races though increased recompense for their labour was
rarely discussed.

Ricardo’s law of ‘comparative advantage’ referred to geographical
ar climatic advantages possessed by different countries. But in
Southeast Asia his “1aw’ held for face-to-face transactions too. On
amall islands such as Singapore and Penang, differences in climate and
soil fertility were minimal; nor were there geographical boundaries
slowing down the transfer of capital. Physical distance obviously did
not explain the ‘comparative costs’ which resulted in the unequal
avaluation of the labour of different peoples on Penang or Singapore.

As we have seen, Classical political economy represented unequal
valuations of labour as impossible in the one place becguse of market
forces. As Crawfurd said different wage rates in the one country would
see labourers go to the ‘places where labour is better reyarded.. for in
the same country there cannot be two different rates of wages’.
Crawfurd said this in 1834 when he was criticising Torren’s and other
systemstic colonizers’ scheme for colonizing South Australia. He

comptained that Torrens desire for ‘concentrated’ labour was an
attempt to make labour ‘abundant’ and therefore cheap.62 When he made

this comment he was obviously not thinking of his experience in

62 John Crawfurd ‘New South Australian Colony’ 7ae WestminsiaRevienvol 21, no
42, October, 16834, p 450.
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Penang, Singapore and Java. In his writings about Southeast Asia the

difference in wages allotted to the different races had been
enthusiastically upheld by him.

Differences in wages in the British colonies of Southeast Asia
were common and institutionalised. Hence, the “other factors’ Ricardo
referred to, such as different customs, were bought to the fore. In many
cases these ‘other factors’ solidified into permanent ‘racial’
characteristics. Crawfurd, on his way to Siam in 1822, gave a broad
overview of the different pay rates for various Asian races and the

reasoning behind them:

The rate of wages paid to the different classes, when engaged in
similar labour, affords a very striking picture of their relative
skill, industry and physical strength - in a word, perhaps of their
relative state of civilization. A Malay field-1abourer works only
six and twenty days in the month, and receives but two dollars
and a-half as wages; a Chouliah®> works twenty-eight days, and
receives four dollars; and a Chinese works thirty days and
receives six dollars. The labour of a Chinese therefore to himself
and to the public is worth fifty per cent more than that of a
Chouliah; the Chouliah’s seventy-five per cent more than that of
a Malay; and the Chinese no less than one hundred and twenty per
cent beyond the latter. when skill is implied in the labour to be
performed the disparity is still more remarkable. A Chinese
carpenter at Penang receives fifteen dollars a-month, a Persee

also fifteen, a Chouliah eight and a Malay six.64

63 ‘Chouliahs’ he explained was the European term for ‘natives of the Cromandel and
Malabar coasts’ Crawfurd Jawnal of s Fmbsssy p 19. As we shall shortly see it was
variously spelt ‘chulighs’ or ‘choolahs’ by different authors. Sometimes the term
‘coolies’ was substituted - although this last term was also used to describe Chinese
labourers as well.

64 Crawfurd mymal af 8n fmbsessyd 20.
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Crawfurd did not see these differential pay rates as due to ‘market
competition’ between the races but rather their relative stages of
civilization. As he goes on to say ‘I have 1ittle doubt but a scale might
be constructed upon this principle, which would exhibit a very just
estimate of the comparative state of civilization among nations, or
which is same thing, of the respective merits of their different social
institutions’ 65 Wages were in part recognition of progress up the
civilizational scale and the meritorious ‘social institutions’ which
accompanied such progress. Crawfurd does not see differences in wages
as man-made or the result of human decisions. Rather, wages in this
passage reflect the true state of the comparative civilization of the
different races. wWages here accommodate the ‘natural order’.

INDIAN, CHINESE AND MALAY SUBSISTENCE LEVELS

Asians in Classical economics and more specifically their
countries came to stand for particular economic states. In general the
‘agian’ was defined as rice-eating. The ‘circular’ definition of labour’s
worth in Classical political economy which presumed that ‘input’ (food
and customary needs) was equal to ‘output’ {}abour), combined with a
belief that rice was easy to grow and so nutritious that more labour
was sustained by its consumption, saw Asian labour generally
undervalued by economists. Furthermore Asian countries, especially
China and India, from Smith onwards, were identified as exemplars of
‘stationary” and ‘declining’ societies respectively. These factors
combined to render Indians and Chinese as peoples who were thought to
be able to exist on very iittle.

Immigrants from the two Asian countries which featured
prominently in Classical economic texts, India and China, also figured
largely in British colonial texts about Southeast Asia. However while

65 Ibid p 20.
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there was agreement between colonial and classical economic texts

over the lesser needs of Indians, in the case of the Chinese in Southeast
Asia, colonial administrators presented a very different image. Indians
in Smith, Malthus and Ricardo, as we have seen, were credited with the
ab1lity to survive on very little, whether it was attributed to their
society ‘declining’ under the mismanagement of the East !ndia Campany
or the ease with which their staple food, rice could be grown and its
superior nutritional value.66 British colonial texts in Southeast Asia
also presented the inhabitants and immigrants from the Indian
subcontinent as being able to survive an very little and therefore being
paid correspondingly low wages. James Low for example said that even
though a ‘Malay is frugal in his diet’, he

could easily be undersold in the labour market by a Chuliah,
provided the Tatter chose to make the stomach the reguiator of
his demands for his wages; for no class of men can here suhsist

on less than a Chuliah can.. 67

Many colonial administrators chose to make the ‘Chuliah’s stomach’ the
regulator of his wages. Low and Crawfurd, for example cited Indian

immigrants as receiving the lowest wages ih Southeast Asia 68

65political economists perhaps constructed such an image of the Indian to explaina pre~
existing sterectype; onebased on the frustraticn of the East India Company as it tried to
sellBritish goods in India before the second decade of the nineteenth century. Compare
HenryMartyn’s compiaint that Indians will not buy British manufactures (because they
are too expensive) at the end of the sixteenth century; and David Macpherson’s similar
complaint that they still will not buy British manufactures in 1812 (because of Hindu
religious principles and aclimate which ‘renders any clothing beyond what decency
requires, intolerable’). Quoted in C.N. Parkinson 7rede in 2he £astern Sass (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1937) p 6; and Gardner 7pe fzst tngie Campany (London:
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1971) p 46.

87 Low Orssertstiarp 160.

68 See Law fissertstionp 160, Crawfurd Jmwps/ ar &7 Fimbassyp 20.For justifications
of low Indian wages inthe Straits Settlements later in the nineteanth century and early in
the twentieth, see Alatas Nuis or the f azy Netivep 90.
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The “wants’ of Indian immigrants were perceived to be so low

that sometimes there it was feared they could depress an econamy.
George Windsor Earl was a prime advocate of @ ‘second Singapore’ on
the northern coast of Australia in the 1830s and 1840s.%9 In his book on
this topic, in a chapter entitled ‘Sources of Labour’ Earl discussed
which of the ‘principal labourers’ at Singapore - ‘Matays, Chinese and
natives of the Coromandel Coast (Coolies as they would be called in
England)’ - should be introduced to this new colony.70 While he thought
the ‘natives of India prove superior herdsmen’ and cultivators of
cotton, he warned of problems arising from their lack of spending.?!
“The native of continental India’ Earl noted, "is sparing in everything
and saves his wages to carry back to his own country’. According to
Earl this underconsumption was “severely felt’ when Indian coolie
labour was first introduced into Mauritius.72 Earl was concerned at the
effect the mass migration of Indian ‘coolies’ might have on Australia’s
economy. He was glad that earlier attempts to import Indian labour to
the north-eastern Australian coast already inhabited by ‘European
people’ had failed. The presence of "free’ indian labour would have

depressed all wages in a "white colony™

69 George Windsor Earl was originally a trader between Swan River (Perth, Australia),
India and throughout the Indian Archipelago . He was a ‘corresponding member” of
Crawfurd’s Ethnological Society, a member of the Royal Asiatic Society and the author of
many papers on geography, history and ethnology in Southeast Asia He lived at the
Australiansettlement of Port Essington (which lasted from 1838 until 1849) as its
Malay interpreter, draftsman and Commissioner of Crown Lands, before returning to the
Straits Settlements where he was Police Magistrate at Singapore before being appointed
Police Magistrate, Convenor of Court of Requests and Coroner in Province wellesley in
1859. Straits Settlements Records, N.US., Reel 6468, X 16, Governor’s Diary, entries
16, 24, 25, 27, 28, 29, 35; 7hHe Singapare Free Fress2o april, 1664,

0 Earl frterprise, Discaveries and Adventuras in Austrelis(1846) p 124. Earl declared
the temperature too high for European 1abour and deemed Australian aborigines as too
‘few in number and although they would prove useful as fishers, herdsmen and even as a
source of seamen...still other sources must be looked for that combined 1abour necessary
to produce articles of commerce or even of domestic consumption” {pp 115-116).

71 jbidp 126.

72 {bid pp126-7.
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The Indian labourers have so few wants that they can save a
large portion of wages..The introduction of coolies into any
colony must, therefore, have the effect of rendering it unfit

for labourers of a superior description.?s

Like Torrens’ fear that low Irish wages would depress those of the
English labourer, Earl feared that Indian labourers would always be able
to undersell their white Australian counterparts. European labourers in
Australia would have been competing directly against Asian iabourers
for work and wages, unlike the Straits Settiements where European
settlers were predominantly of the capitalist class, and Europeans of
lower classes were actively discouraged. Indian ‘subsistence’ needs
were thought to be so much lower than those of other labourers that
they would lower the ‘subsistence’ rate offered in the general labour
market. Furthermore, their reluctance to buy consumer goods would
stymie the economic cycle. As Low said of the Indian’s low subsistence
rates: ‘it is this circumstance which makes him, excepting as a
labourer, a useless subject, since his savings are rarely spent on the
spot ...".74 The circular flow of capital whereby the labourer receives
his pay and becomes in turn a customer (preferably of British
manufactures) would be halted if the labouring force was
predominantly Indian and therefore lacking in ‘wants’.?9

Most British colonial texts about Southeast Asia which discussed
labour focused on Chinese labour. Finlayson who accompanied Crawfurd

73 |bid p 167.

74 Low Pisseristiarp 160. Low continues: ‘while Chines and Malays spend theirs
liberally enough, in whole orin part’.

7S part of Earl’s plan for the “second Singapore’ on the northern coast of Australia was
that it would be an emporium for the ‘south-eastern parts of Asia’ where British
manufactures would be consumed and exchanged for produce of the Archipelago and China.
Earl fmtarmisen 106, p121. See also Earl 74 fasiern 5885 0D 435-436.
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oh his mission to Siam said of the Chinese in the Straits that the ‘most

prominent feature in the character of the Chinese emigrant is industry’”.
He spoke of the Chinese labourer as if he inherently enjoyed the
benefits Smith attributed to the division of labour:

[Hle exerts a degree of ingenuity and of bodily Tabour and exertion,
which leaves all other Asiatics at a distance. He labours with a

strong arm and is capable of great and continued exertion. 76

In the case of Chinese labourers there were substantial differences
between the images of Chinese labour in Classical economic texts and
British colonial texts. Smith’s and Malthus’ accounts of the Chinese as
desperate victims of the stationary state who are content with a
‘handful of rice’, differed markedly from Southeast Asian accounts. In
British texts about colonial Southeast Asia the Chinese are depicted as
having more agency and being more demanding in their wants. The “1oop’
which saw labour ("output’) evaluated in terms of “input’ {consumption)
was one of the reasons given for the raised economic status of the
Chinese in Southeast Asia.

In comparison with the Chinese in the pages of Smith and Malthus,
the Chinese in British accounts of the Straits Settlements were better
off. Low recounted that a ‘comman Chinese labourer’ in Penang ‘can
easily enough aarn one peck of rice’ whereas in ‘China it is understood,
the agricultural labourer cannot earn above 12 1/2 pecks of rice in a
month, by daily and uninterrupted labour."?7 They had left behind
overpopulated and static China for Southeast Asia where they have
acquired many wants. They needed more food and had a taste for
“luxuries” and their industry was driven by these wants. As Finlayson
said of ‘the Chinaman’: he ‘is rarely to be seen idling or sauntering

7B Finlayson Aission ta Siem and Hue pp 63~64.
7 Low Disseristiorp 162,
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about the streets: more numerous wants, more energetic occupations,

more generous diet, demand more constant attention and their
gratification encroaches on his leisure hours.’’8 Primary amongst
these wants was food.79 Finlayson said the ‘principal care’ of Chinese

immigrants in the Straits was " to procure good fare’.8¢ He contrasted
the scant comforts of a Chinese dwelling and their ‘meanness’ of dress
to their "exalted sense of the pleasures of good eating”

Fork, ducks, geese, the best kind aof fish, the rarest delicacies,
are purchased at any price by the Chinese. The proportion of
animal food consumed by them would appear to be incomparably
greater than that used by any other description of labourers on

the face of the earth 8!

It was not only the “wants’ of the Chinese in the Straits Settlements
which led to their being paid mare than the Malays and Indians. Their
agency in the ‘haggling and bargaining in the market place’ was also
perceived to raise their wages compared to other Asians. Crawfurd

78 Finlayson /ission ta Siam end Hue p 16.

79 As we have seen, opium was also probably a primary ‘want’ in facilitating the
gruelling labour expectedof the Chinese labourer. But despite its importance, opium
consumption was rarely elaborated upon in colenial reflections onlabour inthe first half
of the ninteenth century. It was not until concernabout the deleterious effects gf apium in
the latter half of the century prompted Royal Commissions into useof the drug in
Southeast Acia that it began tobe treated in some detail in books suchas Vaughan’s guide
to Manners sa7 Custams aof the Chinesea of tha Kirsits Sattiemeantswhich was publishedin
1679.

80 George Finlayson 77e /ission ta Sism sndHua, the Copital of Cachin CHing ip the Veers
/el /-2 1826. (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1988) pp 16-17.

81 Fintayson Aissian la S7em end Huepp 62-3. Compare with Adam Smith's assumption
that the working class in every country is necessarily vegetarian: “.the labourer
everywhere lives chiefly upon the whalesome food thet is cheapest and most abundant.
Butcher’s-meat ..makes but an ingignificant part of his subsistence; poultry makes astill
smaller part of it, and game no part of it... The money price of 1abour, therefore, depends
much more upon the average money price of corn, the subsistence of the labourer, than
upon that of butcher’s meat or any other part of the rude produce of the land’ Smith M

{I.xie) p 207
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described them as ‘not so ignorant or inattentive to their own interests

as to labour for other men’s advantage.’82

The indigenous inhabitants of the Archipelago and Malay Peninsula
- the "Malays’ as they were generaily called - were rarely mentioned in
the major economic texts (with the exception perhaps of Ricardo’s
‘East Indiamen’) but they were of great economic interest to British
colonial administrators. Like the Indian, the Malay was believed to be
‘frugal in his diet’ but his expenditure on clothing was greater.83 The
quantity and type of cloth consumed by Malays was an object of
immense interest to the British, who wanted to represent the region as
providing new outlets for the products of their Lancashire mills. Malays
completed the cycle whereby British capital expended on their wages
was returned as payment for British manufactures. Their labour, even
more than that of Indians or Chinese was ‘two-sided” they would
supply the raw produce and consume it in its transformed, value-added
state. As Crawfurd put it:

The Indian islanders.. will be for an indefinite time in a
condition to supply the more civilized world with its cheap and
various produce, and necessarily in a condition to pay for the

manufactured necessities or luxuries of the latter 64

Earl’s comparative summary of the virtues of the three races as
labourers and consumers saw the Malays shine as ‘customers’ to the
British:

The Indian islander ["Malay’] is contented with simpie food, but
is expensive in his clothing and is therefore the best customer

82 Crawfurd #rstory|1, p 462; see also 111, p 136,
B3 Low pissartstiom 61.
B4 Crawfurd #isiary||l, p 276.
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to the British manufacturer. The Chinese labourer wears little

clothing but expends a considerable portion of his wages in rich
food. The native of continental India is sparing in everything and

sayes 85

There was also & lang tradition of the image of the Malay as “lazy’.
However, during the period we are considering the British usually
attributed this to poor management by the Dutch. Raffles, as we have
seen, criticised the Dutch for not engaging Javanese self-interest.
Finlayson echoed him a few years later when he visited the “idle’ town
of Malacca which was then under Dutch rule. This idleness could be
turned to industry if the “tribes of Malays’ who "surround the
settlement’ could only be “encouraged by proper management’ to be
‘gradually brought to enter upon commercial speculations, and to
increase agricultural produce, to the mutual advantage of both parties’,
The other ‘party” of course was the Dutch who had still to learn to trust
in Smith’s invisible hand and let the unfettered pursuit of self-interest
lead to 'mutual advantage’. Finlayson explains that the Dutch, unlike the
British, ‘have still to 1earn how to reconcile the native powers to their
system of government. A degree of suspicion and distrust is but too

obvious in the intercourse they entertain with each other’ .86

83 Earl fmterprise Diccovarias and Agvantres in dustralis p 126

86 Finayson Miasion te Sism end Huep 40. See also p 38 where Finlayson discusses the
lack of rice grown at Malacce. He takes issue with Dutch explanations based gn the
“indolent Malayan race’ and attributes the absence of rice cultivation instead to Dutch
‘mismanagement’, unfavourable land tenure and ‘the existence of siavery amongst the
Dutch’. However not everyone considered the Malay indifference to labouring for
Europeans to be the result of the Dutch. Low said of Malays in Penang that “If the Malay
wouidonly taxhis physical capacity to its utmost extent, he might drive the Chinese
quite out of the 1abour market...” . This, Low goes onto explain, is because the lesser
subsistence needs of the Malay would enable him tooutbid the Chinese labourer ‘without
his actually performing the same quantityof work as the Chinese; for the 1atter could not
here long endure without any further considerable diminution of his means of obtaining
luxuries as well as food’. The idea that the Chinese cannot “long endure’ without obtaining
their “luxuries’ (from which Low explicitly excludes food) lends further credence to the
idea that one of those luxuries was opium. Low D/sseristian, p 160.
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Une of the biggest advantages Earl saw in a labour force made up

of many different Asian races was that they could speciaiise along
racial lines. As he put it:

The natives of the different countries of the East are also each
praficient in a different kind of 1abour. Thus the Malay is the best
adapted for clearing new lands; the Chinese being unaccustomed
to these operations from their own country having long being
under cultivation. The latter again are the best agriculturalists,
and the most skilful manufacturers of raw produce; while the

hatives of India prove superior herdsmen.87

Crawfurd also outlined a racial division of labour throughout the
Archipelago in his Aistary af the indisn Arehipelaga The native ‘Indian
islanders” in Crawfurd’s opinion were ‘quite unequal to the details of &
business of any degree of any complexness... and the necessary
consequence is that the management of the revenue falls into the hands
of ..strangers.’88 In managing the natives’ affairs and finances the
‘different foreign merchants in the Archipeiago take their rank
-.according to the civilization of the nations to which they belong”.89
These managerial foreigners are not just European colonial powers but
also the other races Crawfurd considered ‘foreign’ to the Archipelago:
the Arab and Chinese merchants who sailed around the islands, plying
their goods. The Arabs are deemed “spirited’ but ‘bigoted’ with their

vigour and superior sailing skil1s.9¢ The Chinese merchant class are

87 Another advantage he saw was the lack of unity they would exhibit in asking for higher
wages. Theirlack of racial ties would ensure that there was ‘little probability of
combinations taking place for the purpose of raising wages to and exorbitant amount.. *,
Earl £nternsise, p 126.

88 Crawfurd Aristery)ll, p 73

89 1hid 111, p 144

90 |bid ill, pp 199-210,
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compared to "the Jews... of the middle ages of Europe’ in their "pursuit

of fair mercantile speculation’ (but ‘seldamer in the invidious one of
lending to spendthrifts at high interest’) 9! Crawfurd allocated the
‘higher branches’ of the region’s commerce into ‘the hands of the
European merchants’ but he believed that the ‘details of intercourse
with the natives ..fall naturally into the more supple management of
the Arabs... and Chinese” who in his estimation were ‘better fitted,
from manners and character, for a direct intercourse with them.’92

Finlayson surveyed the various races’ capacities for labour with
the aesthetic appreciation of the ‘eye of the economist’ with which we
began this chapter. increased and more efficient labour was so
aesthetically satisfying that the physical frame of the various Asian
workers performing it also became more pleasing. Walking along the
beach in Penang he commented on the ‘motley group collected on the
beach’ which ‘consisted of malabar Mohammedans, called Chuliahs, wha
here, as in their own country, were readily to be recognised by their
manner, partaking of as much of idleness as of expectant curiosity’.
However a little further down the beach they came across a ‘more
interesting and more gratifying scene” of Chinese ‘Industry, active,
useful and manly and independent’:

The indolent air of the Asiatic was thrown aside..they had Tost
even the slender frame of Asiatics; and the limbs and
muscularity, and symmetry were those of another and mare
energetic race. These were Chinese, a people highly valuable as
settlers, by reason of their industrious and very regular habits,
wheo had established on this spot the mechanical arts, on a scale
which might even vie with that of European artists, but which we

91 |bid i1, p 144
92 |hid 111, p 144,
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should laok for in vain in any other part of India.%3

Aesthetic pleasure could be got from the orderty products of labour
compared to the surrounding wilderness. Like the pleasing contrast
between the terraced rice paddies and the surrounding mountains, for
Finlayson, his aesthetic pleasure was intensified by the prospect of a
labouring race surrounded by ‘indolence’:

It was a pleasing and gratifying spectacle, soc much are we in
India accustomed to the opposite, to see a numerous, very
muscular and apparently hardy race of people, labouring with a
degree of energy and acuteness, which gave to their physical
character a peculiar stamp and placed them in a highly favourable
point of view, when compared with the view af the nations around

them. 94

Finlayson suggests one of the reasons for this pleasure is the
‘usefulness’ of these dexterous people to the British. For ‘under the
patronage of the British Government’ the Chinese ‘soon acquire riches’.
They are given “entire protection of property and person’ because they
‘are cherished by the government, which, in return, derives benefit
from their industry, and from the commercial and profitable

speculations in which they usually engage.”d3

UNFREE LABOUR

Like most political economists British colonial administratars
generally spoke of labour as ‘free’. However, since this was often not
the case in Southeast Asia, we shall briefly consider the various forms

93 Finlayson Missiar to Siem &g Hrepp 13-14.
84 |hidp 14.
95 Ibid p 14.
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of ‘unfree labour’ that continued under British rule. The British usually

did not recognise ‘unfree’ 1abour as such. Again, it was difficult to fit
unfree labour into their discourse of “improvement’. Except in the case
of convicts, where the invaluntary, unfree nature of their labour was
thought to be morally improving, the unfree nature of much labour in
the British colonies in Southeast Asia was simply overlooked. As we
have already seen the British in colonial Southeast Asia prided
themselves on their opposition to slavery. In their discussions on
labour they followed classical economic orthodoxy on slavery. They
treated it as a special case and generally dismissed it as economically
irrational and anachronistic.

However, slavery was so widespread in Southeast Asia that it
was hot a special case. As Crawfurd said in his DFctiansry of ihe indian
Arehipelagain his entry on slaves: ‘Slavery exists in every state of
society in the Malay Archipelago and in every country of it, except Java,
where it is not found even in a predial form’. He attributed the absence
of slavery in Java to the ‘experience of the superior economy of free
tabour in a populous country’. The high population led to cheaper wages
as more labourers competed for work. Hence to ‘breed and maintain
slaves was useless when the 1abour of freemen was cheaper and thus
slavery came to be naturally extinguished’ {in contradiction to
Crawfurd’s account, Raffles’ Aistary a7 Jsvsrelates that slavery was
hot ‘naturally extinguished’ by the high population of Java at all, but by

a decree of Lord Minto’s in 1811).96

British opposition to slavery was one of the ways they
distinguished themselves from other rulers in the region. Indigenous
rulers were represented as antithetical to freedom. Even the

86 Crawfurd contrasted the absence of slavery inJava to Malacca which “when first
discovered, a}l 1abour appears to have been performed by slaves, a fact which not only
implies a veryrude state of society, but also a paucity of population in relation to the
land, or, in other words, comparative high-priced 1abour’. Crawfurd Sict/araryp 404,
Raffles Arsiary|, p 77.
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supposedly “free’ subjects of a Southeast Asian ruler were in practice

treated like slaves. Raffies quoted Montesquieu that “in despatic
countries, the condition of a slave is hardly more burdensome than that

of a subject’. 57 Under despotism, by its very nature, all labour was
unfree. As Crawfurd said of the Burmese:

Every Burman is considered the King’s stave and a species of
property, and his services in whatever manner they can be made
available, are at all times at the disposal of the Government,

whether as soldiers, artisans or common labourers 96

British opposition to slavery in the early nineteenth century also
distinguished them from other European colonial rulers such as the
Dutch and Portuguese who had participated in the existing slave
systems they found in the archipelago.9 British colonial
administrators emphasised the cruelty of slavery and their opposition
to it to highlight that they were improving the Archipelago and bringing
it ‘freedom’.

However their opposition was muted in various ways. First, their
anti-slavery policies were often incompatible with property rights on
which the British system depended. In his Histary aor JevaRaffles
described how when the British took over Java, they ‘could not,
consistently with those rights of property which were admitted by the
laws which we profess to administer, emancipate them at once’.
Instead they “enacted regulations’ which would ‘lead to their ultimate
freedom’. He amended the code governing "this odious traffic and
condition’ by a “declaration that slaves in future should not be

97 Ratffles Mrsfory, p 76.For the Southeast Asian origins of Montesquieu’s observations
on slaverysee A. Reid S/svery, Bandsge and fepgnidency 1 Southesst A58 p 2.

98 Crawfurd Jowws’ oF &1 Emmbassiy ta ihe Court af Avsp 132, See also p 136,
99 Reid Sisvary. Rondsge snd Depandency i Southesst A58 pp 14 - 18.
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considered as objects of real property but as objects possessing

personal rights”. This ambiguous legal status of slaves, whereby they
are still ‘objects’ but ‘objects’ with personal rights, was reflected in
the amendment that they have a say in their own sale: ‘slaves should
never be transferred from one master to another without their consent’
and the further amendment that advised that unfree labour should be
extracted as if it were free: ‘a master should possess no other power
over his slave than to exact service in an equitable manner. * 100
Secondly, the absolute opposition to slavery as inimical to human
nature was undermined by claims that some slaves in the East Indies
were reconciled to their 1ot or that they did only light domestic chores
compared to the plantation labour extracted from slaves in the West
Indies. Crawfurd in his Lictianesyrentry on slaves, noted that the
‘distinction between the slave and the freeman {smerdetd.. is not so0
offensively’ drawn by the Malays ‘as to view the first as a mere
chattel, for the slave can possess and inherit property, purchase his
freedom and has in other respects, his prescribed rights’. 101 The
traditionally mild treatment of of slaves in Southeast Asia
complicated any simplistic dichotomy between the slave-ridden West
Indies and the anti-slavery, ‘free’ East Indies.192 Absolyte antipathy to
slavery was gualified by "degrees’ of slavery, traditional slave-rights,
and the idea that East indian slavery was somehow ‘better’ than West
Indian slavery. Raffles, for example, described the ‘condition of slaves
on Java where they were employed principally in domestic affices’ as
better than that of siaves in the West Indies, and was initially slow to

100 Raffles #¥starypp 77-76.

'0F The real condition’ of the slaves he says is revealed by their unequal status under
Malaylaw, with slaves incurring much harsher penalties for the same offence compared
to ‘freemen’. He adds however that ‘One circumstance, probably mitigates the condition
of slavery among the people of the Indian islands, that the master and siave are almost
always of the same race .." Crawfurd Lictionsryp 405.

102 For the comparativelymild treatment of slaves in Southeast Asis see Reid Sieveary,
Bondsge 630 Depancenciy i Saniesst Asie pp 14-16.



248
prohibit the traffic.'03 Crawfurd noted that the ‘slave among the Indian

islanders is treated with kindness and tenderness.._[like] a child or
favoured domestic’ and Finlayson commented on the money spent by
Duteh men in “adorning” family slaves in Malacca. 104

However the Penang administrator, John Anhderson, went too far
when he suggested that perhaps, in the case of women, the mildest
forms of slavery should not have been abolished. He incurred the wrath
of an English-language Singapore newspaper for his suggestion, despite
the way he hedged it with condemnations of slavery in general. The
nevyyspaper was commenting on his book AVssiay ta ihe Fas? fasst af
Swmrstre . In this book Anderson had expressed his general horror at
‘that abominable traffic in the human species’. However he had
qualified this horror in the case of women:

[t cannot be denied however, that the existence of slavery ..in
former years was of immense advantage in procuring a female
population for Pinang. ..The women get comfortably settled as
the wives of opulent Chinese metrchants, and live in the
greatest comfort. Their families attach these men to the soil;

and many never think of returning to their native country.10s
Anderson concluded that in the special case of Fenang:

the abolition therefore of slavery, has been a vast sacrifice to
philanthropy and humanity. As the condition of the slaves who

193 For Raffies’ tolerance of continued slavery after he first took over Java and the
open slave trade during the first few years of Singapore under its then Resident, w.
Farquhar, see HRC. Wright ‘Raffles and the Slave Trade at Batavia in 1812’ 7#e
Histaricel dewnel 1|, 2, 1960, pp 184-191. For Raffles’ own ‘stave’ - a ‘1ad’ from
Papua Nevv Guinea which accompanied him to England see James Boon A77insties snd
Extranesp 37

104 Crawfurd Arszary |11, p. 42; Finlayson /ission o Siamend Cochin Ching p 4l
105 anderson /ssion ta the £ast Cossi af Sumstrs p 298,
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vwere brought to the British settlements was materially improved

and they contributed so much to the happiness of the male
population and the general prosperity of the settlement, | am
disposed to think {(although | detest the principies of slavery as
much as any man) that the continuance of the system here . .had

nothing but the name against jt.106

The Singgpere Lirenic/e’s review of Anderson’s book in 1827 made
much of these passages, as well as the Gusriariy Feview's favourable
review of Anderson’s book. [t lambasted both Anderson’s and the

s ieriy Reyvien's rejection of the universalism of the anti-slavery
movement. The Siagapare Chranic/ewarned that ‘no partia)l advantage
of this kind can ever be admitted as an apology for that which is
morally wrong’. Many crimes, even murder, it argued, might be justified
an such grounds despite the fact that if they were ‘generally allowed
[thed] would fill the world with misery and confusion..” In strict
Benthamite fashion, it went on to remind Anderson, the &gt ey
Kevienand its own readers that:

Utility ssthe test of right or wrong, but then the utility must be
gererg/and not _particular and the gepers/effect of actions can
only be estimated by asking what would be the consequence if
such actions were universally permitted...

As a parting shot, the Singsnare Chranic/elikened the &lisi i &y
reviewers (and by implication Anderson) to the common moral and
economic foe of its readers, the West Indian planters. Anderson and the
Lusrieriy Kevien were lending moral legitimacy to the those who
participated in the West Indian slave trade, even their enslavement of
women. |t described "women carried by violence or dragged from their

106 )bid pp 298-299.
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families’ in the West Indian slave trade as part of ‘the murder and

vialence which must often occur in..this heartless traffic’. But it
decreed these crimes to be “things of nought in the estimation of a
Lerieriy Kevienbent upon bolstering up the West India slave

trade..’107

The preponderance of men to women which so worried Anderson
¥as @ common feature of another form of ‘unfree’ 1abour in the Straits
Settlements: bonded or indentured labour. In his D/c¢Zansryrentry on
slaves Crawfurd divided all slaves in the Archipelago into two classes:
bondsmen and bond-debtors. 198 These bondsmen and bond-debtors were
people who had become slaves by selling themselves into slavery in
order to pay off debts. Debt-slavery was mitigated by Raffles and other
governors but it was allowed to continue as indentured labour.109
Indentured labourers also had a debt to pay: the cost of their voyage
from India or China out to the Straits. However in the early nineteenth
century it was not generally recognised as unfree labour and certainly
not as stavery by colonial administrators. According to Anthony Reid,
‘colonial governments in the nineteenth century’ emphasised the
‘distinction between debt-bondsmen and slaves proper’ because ‘it
enabled them to tolerate a form of slavery after the word itself had
become anathema’.'10 Indentured labour, especially from China, was the
mainstay of British enterprise in Southeast Asia. Raffles said the most
“valuable import” in the trade between China and Java carried ‘entirely

107 sSingapare Chranicle 26 April, 1827 ‘Commentary on the “Quarterly Review” article
on Mr Anderson’s Sumatra’ p 2.

108 Crawfurd Lictiansryp 404.

109 Low relates how in 1820 the Governor of Penang had placed the same sort of
restrictions on the "debtor-servant’ system as Raffles had in Java. The debtor was
restricted to doing only a certain number of years of service decided by a magistrate nor
could “a man bind himself and his whole family to repay his debt’ - the debt was
restricted to the individual. Minors could not incur adebt of this kind and female debtor-
servants could not be put in harems. Low Dissaristimrp 163,

V10 Reid S/avery, Bandsge snd Dapandency in Southasst 4576 p 160.
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upon Chinese capital’ was “the native himself’. However by emphasising

the indentured labourers’ opportunities for ‘self-improvement’ he made

it clear that this did not in any way approximate the slave trade:

Two to five hundred industrious natives [arrive] in each vessel.
These emigrants are usually employed as coolies or labourers
on their first arrival; but by frugal habits and persevering
industry, they soon become possessed of a littte property,
which they employ in trade and increase by their prudence and

enterprize 111

Even after Raffles declared Singapore to be exempt from slavery,
most Tabour which arrived in Singapore was only nominally free.
Numerous indentured labourers arrived in Singapore with the favoursable
winds of each "junk season’. They were then ‘bought’ by the Chinese
brokers who came onto the ships to ook them over. These 1abourers
paid the price of their passage after being “sold” into the hands of
Chinese estate contractors by working for several years on plantations
that were usually owned by Europeans or Chinese. Even though Chinese
indentured labour was ‘free’ in that such men were, as Finlayson put it,
‘banishing themselves ..voluntarily from their native country... to gain a
more comfortable subsistence’, where and when they laboured in the

Straits Settlements and for how much was beyond their control.112 The

status of the labourers imported under this system can perhaps be
assessed by the fact that their were called “piglets’ by their

‘buyers’. 113
Raffles attempted to legislate against the worst abuses of this
system. In 1823 he published an ordinance governing the indentured

V11 Raffles Aistary or v, p 205.
W2 Fintayson Mission taSismand Cockinlhing p 16.
113 Alatas Mytsp 84,
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labour that landed in Singapore. His ardinance however, made it clear

that while indentured Iabourers may be abused, their labour was
definitely free. it began by designating arrivals ‘brought from China and
elsewhere as passengers who have not the means of paying for their
passage’ as ‘free labourers’. If “individuals resident in Singapore’
advance the amount of their fare ‘on condition of receiving thelir]
services.. for a limited period in compensation’ he did not find “such
arrangements ..objectionable provided the passengers are landed as
free persons...’ He limited the passage money to twenty dollars, the
period of service to two years, and ordained that all such engagements
‘shall be entered into with the free consent of the parties in presence
of a Magistrate’ and registered.!'4 However, as Alatas points out,
Raffles’ ordinance did not have the ‘machinery to enfarce it, except the
magistracy’.1'S Furthermore once the labourers left town and arrived on
the plantation estates, the ‘contractors took complete charge of the
coolies’, providing their boarding house, all their food and wages. The
indentured labourers were not allowed to leave the boarding house
except when at work on the estate under supervision’. They could be:

beaten, badly fed and locked up at night to prevent their
escape...The contractors supplied the coolies with chandu [opium]
at high prices and ehcouraged its use to increase their awn
profits. They ..ran ‘crocked’ gambling and thus relieved the coolie
of what tittle ..wages he might have. In actual fact the coolie did
not receive any cash wages. His wages were credited to his
account, and his chandu, gambling debts and other purchases were

debited to his account. He was invariably in debt.116

114 Quoted in W.L. Blythe ‘Historical Sketch of Chinese Labour in Malaya’ /4544 £ vol
XX, pt 1, June 1947, p B8.

115 Alatas Mythp BS.
118 B1ythe ‘Historical Sketch of Chinese Labour’ pp 70-71.
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In their own defence colonial administrators pointed out that most
Chinese labour was under the control of Chinese contractors and
‘Chinese Kapitans’. They were not the responsibility of Englishmen and
thus were not covered by ‘rational’ European economic science but by
tradition and by canditions back in their homeland. The ‘secret
societies’ and brotherhoods entered into by the Chinese were viewed as
something beyond European control. Part tradition and part
lawlessness, these secret societies were seen by some (like Anderson)
to be the direct result of the absence of the civilizing influence of

women. 117

The imbalance of the sexes in populations of indentured labourers
sometimes forced recognition of the gendered nature of political
ecohomy. In his reflections upon indentured labour Crawfurd combined
Malthus’ principle af population with a gender-specific conception of
labour. He made explicit classical political economy’s normally
implicit assumption that "tabour’ is male labour.

Commenting on the results of Singapore’s 1827 census, Crawfurd
notes that there are three males to each female in Singapore and within
Singapore’s Chinese population the disparity is ‘one to seventeen’. He
attributes this to the Chinese prohibition on female emigration and
qoes onto point out that this means that “in respect to the whole
population... a very large proportion consists of young men in the prime
of life’. This inflates the numbers of people, for as Crawfurd explains,
"the effectual working and labouring population should sefbe reckoned...
at 13,732" as found by the 1827 census, ‘but at least double the male
population, or 20,614’ Here, indentured immigration has replaced the
female reproductive system at the heart of Malthus’ scenario.
Immigration is more efficient in supplying new labourers than women

117 gge Carl Trocki on Chinese secret societies in &/ and Empira: Chinese SaCiatiy in
Calanis? Singepoire Jao0- 17/ 0{New York: Cornell University Press, 1990).
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and their clumsy reproductive systems. Immigration supplies a

labouring population which is already adult and is the right sex and
race to labour most intensely:

If we take the average value of labour, skill and intelligence of a
Chinese to be in proportion of three to one to those of & native of
the continent of Indian, then the effectual population of
Singapore may be considered equally in efficiency to a numerical

popuiation of 332,108 natives of Hindostan.118

By this computation of the relative worth of each “labouring race’,
amplified by the overwhelming maleness of Chinese immigration,
Crawfurd hopes to convince his reader, once again, that Southesast Asia
is a better investment than the indian subcontinent. 119

Similarly he says of the Chinese population of Penang:

About five sixths of the whole number are unmarried men, in the
prime of life: so that, in fact, the Chinese population, in point of
effective labour, may be estimated as equivalent tao an ordinary
population of above 37,000, and... to @ numerical Malay population

of mare than 80,0001120

Far from seeing the preponderance of men as & problem, in Crawfurd’s
eyes, it made Chinese labour worth more, since he considered male
labour to be more productive than female. There were no women to drag
down the average overall output of Tabour. He perhaps also thought that
the famines which Malthus predicted would be postpened because this

V18 Crawfurd Jeurnal aof orn Embassy to Siempp 553-554,

119 See also Crawfurd’s claim that Indians die more easily than any other race in the
Straits Settlements. Crawfurd Jiwwms/ of s Embsssy to Sism p 21.

120 (hid pp 19-20.
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male labouring population would be so much better at extracting a

living from the land, compared to more ‘mixed’ populations. Once again
Malthusian pessimism was turned to aptimism when Crawfurd
contemplated the indentured labour forces of Penang and Singapore. Not
only were both labouring populations magnified by their overwhelming
masculinity but their labour was performed by that Asiatic race which
was so good at it, the Chinase.

In the 1ate eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the British
started importing ancther form of unfree labour in the form of
convicts. In 1788 the government of India began the transportation of
its convicts who were sentenced to more than seven years’
imprisonment to Bencoolen. More convicts from British India along with
a small number of Chinese convicts from within the region, were sent
to Penang in 1790 and Malacca and Singapore became convict stations
from 1825. By 1841 the Straits Settlements were described by Lovr as
“the Sydney convict settlements of india’. There were between 1,100
and 1,200 Indian convicts in Singapore alone.12!

In the early years convicts provided the Straits Settlements with
g steady supply of cheap labour and in the first half of the century the
European community raised no strenuous objections to receiving Indian
convicts,'22 although some argued that convict labour was inefficient
and ill-supervised and complained about convicts ‘who sleep during the
hours of 1abour and dance all night."123 Low complained of convict
labour in Penang that it |, l1ike all unfree lsbour, ‘is expensive, dangerous
and demoralising; it fosters idleness and represses honest ambition’. It
was nat only the moral contamination produced by convicts but also the
standard economic objection to all unfree labour: ‘the difficulty in

121 0. Low quoted in Buckley dmardets/ Histary |, p 364. By 1845 the number had risen
to 1,500. Streis7imas 18, 25 March, 1846,

122 GF.Davidson 7rada and Travel in the For £551{1846) p 43,
123 etrpiteTimes, 16, 25 March, 16846,
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getting the convict to exert himself’ meant it was unprofitable. Low

‘computed’ that the “labour of a gang of 100 convicts with the usual
complement of overseers’ produced about half ‘the quantity of labour
which could be obtained from the free-labourer, at the same cost’. He
concluded that “the sooner unshackled labour is salely resorted to, the
more speedy will be the moral improvement of the lowest and poorest
class.. The system seems [to be] already dying a natural death”.124 By
the 1850s opposition mounted. In 1851 the SIRGELGIE Freg Fress
described the Straits Settlements as ‘the common sewer ...for all the
scum and refuse of the populations of hearly the whole British

possessions in the East”.125 In 1856 the transportation of Chinese
convicts to the Straits vwas abandoned and the transportation system

was discontinued altogether in 1873.126

Only a small portion of political economy was devoted to
theorising the unfree labour of convicts. The Utilitarian Jeremy
Bentham is well known for his thoughts upon convict discipline, 1abour
and reform and his innavation of the panoptican. Less well known is
Bishop Whately who held a chair in palitical economy at Oxford
University, and who later became archbishop of Dublin and wrote on the
Australian penal colony system. In his Femarks ar Trensporietion 550
& & Recent Derence ar the System in 8 Second Latter ta Fori Gray
published in 1834, Whately deliberated on the problem of convict labour
and reformation in ways that were cbviously informed by his study of
political economy. There was for him a basic conflict between the free
pursuit of self-interest at the heart of Classical political economy and
the negation of self-interest as part of the convict’s punishment.

whately is worth Tooking at briefly because of the way he so

124 Low pissartatiorp 164,
123 Singapore Free Frass, 25 July 1851,

126 girpize Times 15 June 1852; StraitsTimess July 1855; Singspore Frae Frass, 6
November, 1856.



257
clearly spelt out the problem of free versus unfree labour. The problem

for “a Governor of ohe of our penal Colonies’, whately wrote, is the
‘accomplishing [of] two distinct and in reality inconsistent objects; -
to legislate and govern in the best manner with a view to 1st. the
fresperily of e Calomyand 8l1so 2ndly. the switedi/e punishment af ihe
Lamvicts[sicl’. Calling convicts “slaves..for after all it best to call
things by their true names’ he gives the standard argument of political
economists against “slave Jabour’ (as he calls convict labour) that it ‘is
the least profitable; and can seldom be made profitable at all, but by
the most careful, difficult, troublesome, and odious superintendence’.
The ‘'most obvious way... of making the labour of the Colony, as
advantageous as possible to the Colony, is to make them as unlike
slaves as possible...”.

To get the convicts to labour as efficientiy and enthusiastically
as free labour, Whately wrote, their ‘masters’ (whao chose them as part
of an assignment system) must give the convicts all ‘necessaries and
comforts’ as well as

favourable and even indulgent treatment; in short to put them in
much as possible in the camiarisiie situelion Which free
lebourers njay, where labour is so valuable, as from the
abundance of land, and the scarcity of hands, it must be in a sew

settlement. 127

The Smithian orthodoxy that new colonies with abundant land must
prosper, especially its labouring classes, because of the high wages
they receive (and eventually land) here unfolds in a way that is
problematic because of the moral condition of this particular labouring
class. They are convicts who are in the new colony to receive

127Bishop Whately Fameris an Trensportelion snd on 8 Recent Refence of the Systan in 8
Lecondlellar te £ar7 Grey (London,1834) p 31.
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punhishment. But their deprivation of liberty, especially their freedom

to dispose of their labour as they wish, makes them an economic
liability for the new colony, according to the rules of political
economy. Whately worried that induiging the convicts’ self-interest -
‘keeping them as much as possible in & cheerful and contented state’, as
Smith-inspired political economy dictated, and as their ‘masters
themselves..perceive’ in order to ‘derive most profit from their
servants’ - may be "at the expense of connivance at many vices’.128

In & similar vein, Raffles came down on the side of Smithian
political economy vhen he Tegislated during his rule at Bencoolen that
convicts’ self-interest be engaged. He wrote in 1818 that the ‘object of
the punishment... must be the reclaiming them from their bad habits’
which he doubted previous methods had done. Raffles considered that
‘coercive measures are not likely to be attended with success’ and
suggested instead "affording inducements to good conduct by haolding
out the prospect of again becoming useful members of society, and
freeing themselves..’ Under his scheme ‘the privilege of employing
their own industry for their own ambition would become an object of
ambition, and supply a stimulus to exertion and good conduct..’ 129
Raffles’ faith in the ‘improving’ character of labour and the commerce
it 1ed to, which we looked at in earlier chapters, became redeeming in
the case of the convict. He introduced his ‘system of industrial training
of convicts” into Singapore in 1825 and a few years later it was also
Introduced to Malacca and Penang. 130

Under this system the convict was deemed as capable of
impravement as any other inhabitant of the Straits Settlements. For
this reason, if no other, punishments leaving permanent marks upon the

128 |bid pp 29-30. Whately on the whole was against the convict system in New South
wales. He could not reconcile 1abour as punishment with the idealised free labour of
Classical political economy

129 Raffies to Court of Directors, 1818, quoted in Raffles MNeamairs, p 298.
130 McNair and Bauliss Arisomers Thair v werdans p 10.
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body were avoided. As one administrator of convicts in the Straits

Settlements recalled: in ‘the early days ... it was the common practice
0f the authorities to brand these life canvicts with g hot iron to
indicate the character of the crime, and this was in some cases done
with upon the forehead... This was Yery properly put a stop to..”.131 The
same administrator also recalled that, once again, this "improvement’
was not incompatible with profits. He quotes, ‘Jeremy Bentham, who
once wisely said of prison labour, “It is not the less refarming for
being profitable™ 132 while convict labour was open to all the
objections that slave labour incurred - there was no incentive of self-
interest for them to wark - once that cardinal rule af political economy
was reinstated it could be, in some colonial administrators’ eyes at
least, morally improving for the individual convict as well as
profitable for the colony.

in canclusion, the aesthetic appreciation of labour with which we
opened this chapter showed that British colanial administrators
‘imagined’ Southeast Asia through political economy. It was not
separated out from life as a mathematical and dry science but infused
even their enjoyment of landscapes. In the light of the rest of the
chapter, the ‘eye of the economist’ surveying the paddy fields can
perhaps now be seen as the panoramic view of & people who considered
themselves to be at the pinnacle of the economic hierarchy. It was the
overview of those who believed they were the fountainhead from which

131 ibid p 12.McNair was ‘Comptroller of Indisn Convicts’ in the Straits Settlements
from 1857 to 1877. This remark by McNair accords with Foucault’s account of the move
from destructive, spectacular punishments to ones which concentrated on training and
discipliningthe body in 27scip/ine and Funist Another remark which also has & very
(obviouslycompletely unwitting) Foucaultian ringto it is McNair's quotation from
Herbert Spencer ‘that experience and experiments have shown all over the world that
themast successful criminal discipline is a discipline of decreased restraints and
increased self dependence’. McNair and Bayliss Frisaners Their inw Wardars p161. cf.
Michel Foucault DISCipiinesnaFumstpp 101-139.

132 McNair and Bauliss Arisanars p 164,
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flowed the capital, the enterprise and the organisation which would

fertilise, improve and enrich those under their gaze. Part of their
enjoyment of the view was based on the belief that they did not have to
direct or control the outcome. They let the "flows’ of capital and labour
which they imported, tumble down from their elevated origins until
they found their own levels.

The ‘natural’ order of things was observed in racially
differentiated pay rates believed to be based on each race’s
subsistence and customary needs, capacity for labour and level of
improvement. Ricardo’s theory of comparative costs theorised the
unequatl exchange of labour in which distance undid the universality of
the toiling human body. However many classical political economists
were worried by the threat posed to English wages by this unequal
exchange because of “annual inundations’ of Irish labourers. But in
Southeast Asia where different peoples on different rates of pay had
lang worked side-by-side the ‘divide” between different races proved,
in most cases, wider than the Irish sea. Basic wages were set by
perceived subsistence and customary heeds (although in case of the
Chinese their own self-interest was acknowiedged to ptay some part in
determining their wages). Different pay rates for permanently different
racial features were antithetical to the discourse of improvement; if
pay rates were determined by ‘permanent’ racial features, there was
little hope for improvement. lronically convict tabour was seen as
‘improving’ precisely because it was unfree; although the closer it
approximated free labour, the more profitable it was for the colony. For
other Asian labourers however, higher wages were not the designated
path to improvement. Wages were given, not gained. in British colonial
texts, land was more frequently designated as the canvas on which the
Asian races could exert themselves to pursue their own betterment. In
the next two chapters we will see how the British tried to
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simultaneously improve the land, its cultivators and their revenue.



261

Chapter Five

LAND IN JAVA
AND ARGUMENTS FOR ITS TAXATION

Land was an important category in the science of political
economy. What Ricardo called the ‘original and indestructibie povers of
the soil” gave extra pawers to human labour.! The soil produced food or
produce above and beyond the needs of those who had grown it. Malthus,
hot unexpectedly for a clergyman, represented this bonus as a qift from
God. He called it the ‘inestimable guality in the soil, which God has
bestowed on man - the guality of being able to maintain more persons

than are necessary to work it’.2 God’s or Nature’s free gifts of air,
sunlight, rain and the soil’s fertility combined to produce a ‘surplus’ of
agricultural output disproportionately greater than the sum of human
inputs such as labour or capital. As Adam Smith put it “Tand, in almost
any situation, produces a greater quantity of food than what is
sufficient to maintain all the labour necessary for bringing it to
market.’> However, while light, air and rain could not be appropriated
and vwere generally speaking freely available to all, the soil could be
fenced off and guarded. As society progressed and private property came
into being, this agricultural surplus, or at least part of it, became rent,
the ‘price paid for the use of land’

1 David Ricardo Arimcipies p 33.

2 Thomas Robert Malthus s LGy e e VBl e 88 Frogress of Rant sod the
FrIciplas by which 1t is Reguistes(London, 1815) p 20,

3Smith A IXibi) p 162,
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Private property gave rise to what Adam Smith called ‘the three

great orders of society”: the landlords, the capitalists and the
labourers.4 As society progressed and the three great orders arose, so
did the respective parts of the economy separate out: rent, profits and
vrages. Smith recognised that rents would vary both with a land’s
fertility and its situation (for instance, 1and near a town could
command higher rents).S He suggested that in the long term, rental
payments would tend to increase due to the progress of opulence: ‘The
extension of improvement and cultivation tends to raise it (the rent]
directly. The landlord’s share of the produce necessarily increases with
the increase of the produce’6 He added that the landlord’s takings would
also tend to increase over time, since all ‘those improvements in the
productive powers of labour, which tend directly to reduce the real
price of manufactures, tend indirectly to raise the real rent of land’.?
since rent was pure agricultural surplus, Smith arqued that the
landlords are "the only one of the three orders whose revenue costs
neither labour nor care but comes to them, as it were, of its own
accord’.@

Smith described landlords as men whao enjoy an “indolence which
1s the natural effect of the ease and security of their situation renders
them too often, not only ignorant, but incapable af that mind yhich is
necessary in order to foresee and understand the consequences of any
public regulation’.® Despite this, Smith saw landlords as hecessary to
the ‘progress of society’. Despite their indolence as a class, their
investments in agricultural improvements made the increase of profits

4Smith w{l.xip.) p 265.
ISmith #W(l.xi.b.4) p 163,
SSmith v (l.xi.p.2) p. 264.
7Smith #M1.xi.p.4) p 264
8Smith M#(1.ixp.4) p 265,
95mith MW(1.%i. p. 8) p 265.
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and wages possible. Society would grow wealthier and the population

would increase. With the increased population, the demand for food
would rise and thus the demand for 1and. The landlords would accrue the
bulk of this windfall but it was a natural part of the ‘progress of
impravement’. 10 |

British proprietors of land in Southeast Asia in the early
nineteenth century tended to overlook Smith's depiction of the landlord
class as "indolent’ and “ignorant’ and instead emphasised the connection
he had made between landlords and ‘improvement’. Landed British
colonists depicted themselves as improving the land through their
industry. Indeed they often reasoned that it was thair ihdustry which
enabled them to possess whatever land they had. This chapter will first
look at Raffles’ efforts to extract revenue from the tand of Java on
behglf of the East India Company while the last chapter will consider
later claims to land elsewhere in the archipelago which were aften
made in defiance of the Company. Both sides, Company and nan-Company,
Claimed to be part of a long line of “improvers’ who earned property in
the soil by their 1abour. We will see in this chapter that morality and
religion, both Christian and Islamic, were entangled in such claims to
land. God’s gift of the agricultural surplus was believed tg belong to his
earthly representative according to some notions of Islamic
sovereignty. Christian morality was part of a long English tradition in
which land-ownership was seen as the reward for ‘improvement’ -
transfarming the land through one’s labour - which in this chapter is
traced back to Locke (although many others beside him contributed to

this tradition).!! British colonists fused political economy with vaguely

Christian notions of ‘just deserts’ and even vaguer notions of islamic

10 william J. Barber A Histary er foanpamic Thought(London: Penguin Books, 1967) p 44.

U1 Forthis tradition in the form of popular protest against tithes as well as farmal
philosophical tracts goingback to the Twelfth century seelaurs Brace 7#4e /dasar
Fropartly in Saventeanth Century £nglend: Tiihas ang the tndivicus/{Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1998).
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precedents in their claims to the sgil

THE LABOUR THEDRY OF PROPERTY

writing a century before Smith, Locke had grgued in systematic
fashion for the ancient bonds between labour and property, especially
property in land. A desire ta establish the moral legitimacy of the 1and
owning clesses after the English revolution led Locke to argue for the
justice inherent in private property.12 in his influential Secass Frastice
ar Gavermment , Locke’s chapter on property presented labour as
legitimising the enclosure and possession af land. In his frestrselocke
defined property in terms of labour. Property begins with that most
fundamental property of all: the property ‘every man’ has in his own
‘person’:

This nobody has any right to but himself. The ‘labour’ of his bady
and "work’ of his hands, we may say are properly his. Whatsoever
then he removes out of the state that Nature hath provided and
left it in, he hath mixed his labour with it..and thereby makes it

his property.!3

Labour made the ‘common’ bounty of nature into the property of gne
individual, the labourer. Locke asked what it is that made the apples
that fall on the ground in the woods the property of the man who gathers
them: is it his gathering them or his taking them home or his eating
them? To Locke,

it is plain, if the first gathering made them not his, hothing else
could. That labour put a distinction between them and common.

12 Ronald Meek, Stwdies i 2he L shour Thaary af value(New York: Monthiy Review Press,
1956) p 21.

13 JohnLocke 7we Trestises of Govermmant (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1984} p 130
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That added something to them more than Nature, the common

mather of all, had done, and so they became his private right.14

As an agrarian capitalist and improver, Locke was particularly
interested in land as a type of property. Despite being an absentee
landlord, he was preoccupied with agricultural economics. His
fellowship of the Royal Society brought him into contact with many
other eminent “improvers’ and throughout his aduit life he corresponded
on husbandry and gardening, exchanging seedlings, cuttings and advice.
His language echoed that of the “agriculturel improvers’. He emphasised
labour and cultivation to achieve transformation, the domination of man
over nature and to overcome the sin of idleness.15

The Tanguage of enclasure in particular, was central to his theory
of property. Locke saw improving labour as not only justifying the
appropriation of property but actually creating that property. Locke was
opposed to cammon land on the principle that land should be used to its
‘utmost worth’. Common lands, in Locke’s eyes were the equivalent of
waste lands and so were incompatible with God’s purposes: ‘it cannot
be supposed he meant it should always remain common and uncultivated.
He gave it to the use of the industrious and rational.”'6 The entitlement
of the improvers to property in land by "the will of God’ himself’ was
based on "virtue and desert’. Faith joined with 1sbour to create
individuals who realised a Christian aspiration of ‘improving’

themselves, through labour, along with the land.17

A8 secretary to the Council of Trade and Foreign Plantations18,

14 |bid p 130.
13 Brace 7he /des af Fropariyp 161.
16 Locke 7we 7restises p 132,

17 See Brace on how ‘the discourse of Improvement brought together the..religious and
the economic’in Locke. 74¢ /ges ar Fropar-iypp 162-163,

1Bw. 5 Carpenter Introduction to Locke 7wea Frasifses of Gavarmwmant p vii.
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Locke was well aware that land had been acquired by the English in

foreign lands. Locke used the example of ‘America’ to postulate about
the “state of nature’ but he also used it to Incorporate colonization into
his theary. The English have a right to land in America he implied
because it is underpopulated and under-used. Therefore it “is still a
pattern of the first few ages in Asia and Europe, whilst the inhabitants
were too few far the country’.19 In underpopulated countries land is not
used to its ‘utmost worth’ - much of it goes to “waste’. An increased
population is in keeping with God’s plan that humanity should utilise the
entire earth. Not only are there not enough American ‘Indians’ to
populate the land but they are not part of the global cash economy and
their Tand is still ‘in common’. Money and private property are not known
to such isolated peoples at such a low stage of development. Therefore
their land is there for all humanity {including the English) to take.20 As
the “Indians’ do not trade with the rest of the world, surplus produce
cannot be sold and even an English family taming the American
wilderness, cannot realise a return on any surplus food they produce. In
consequence, they take no more land than is absolutely necessary to
their needs. To take more than this: It would not be warth the
enclosing’.2!

Following on from Locke, Smith also assumed that it was best to
use land, and indeed all resources, to their utmost. Like Locke, he alsa
assumed that labour gave industrious settlers claim to the 'new lands’
in colonies where the few indigenous inhabitants ‘easily’ made way for
the colonists. In such lands, prosperity for the new settiers was

assured:

19 Locke Two 7restices p 171.
20 |bid pp 138-1309.
21 |bidp 140.
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The colony of a civilized nation which takes possession, eithaer

of a waste, or of one so thinly inhabited, that the natives
easily give place to the new settlers, advances more rapidly to

wedlth and greatness than any other human society.22

This rapid edvance is also helped by the way that the ‘colonists carry
with them a knowledge of agriculture and other usefuy] arts, superior to
what can grow up of its own accord in the course of many centuries
dmong savage and barbarous nations’. This along with “the habit of
subardination..regular government ..and.. administration of justice’ are
benefits they bestow upon the indigenous inhabitants. Smith
acknowledges that the act of colonization can sametimes wreak
violence upon the indigenous people. But even ‘the violent and arbitrary
government of Spain’ was justified by the progress they introduced to
their American colonies. By introducing draught cattle, the ptough and
the use of money and iren “the Spaniards’ atoned for their ‘cruel
destruction of the natives’ in ‘Mexico or Peru’.23 The progress and
improvement (including racial improvement) introduced by the
Spaniards gave their ‘cruel’ conquest a moral legitimacy in Smith’s
eyes:

[Tlhese two great empires are probably more populous now than
they ever were before: and the people are sureiy very different;
for we must acknowledge, | apprehend, that the Spanish creoles

are in many respects superior to the antient [sic] Indiang.24

Smith deviates from Locke in saying that the colonist gets ‘more
land than he can possibly cultivate’. Instead of limiting the amount of

228mith ww(IY. viii.b.1) p 564.
23Smith AW 1V, vii.b.7) p 566.

248mith AWV, viib.7) p 566.
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land he claims to only that which he and his family can waork, as Locke's

colonist does, Smith’s colonist is in @ very good position to hire people
to help him work his abundant land. There is no rent charged on the
over-abundant land of the new country. Since "He has no rent and scarce

any taxes to pay’25 the colonist can empioy labourers to help him. He can
pay them so liberally, that they soon become 1and lords themselves and
they, in turn, can employ other labourers. The demand for labour keeps
wages high while the abundant resources keep profits up.26

This notion that in a new colony land is so abundant that rent
cannot be charged an it was used by the Straits merchants to fight land-
taxes imposed by the East India Company. One part of Smith - the part in
which he sees rent as arising naturally with the rise of private property
- was pitted against another part of Smith which saw rent as
inappropriate in new colonies. As we shall see, in some ways the East
India Company represented rent as arising naturally from the ‘property’
they created in the 1and (albeit complicated by such things as their need
for state revenue, and their citing of Mughal precedents and customary
land rights). In contrast, the British merchants of the Straits
Settlements and their spokesman Crawfurd saw the Straits Settlements
as perpetually ‘new’ colonies. The lands of Singapore, Malacca and
Penang in the first half of the nineteenth century were depicted as
underpopulated and impossible to cultivate to the point where they
would yield a surplus. However before we get to these arguments which
were used against the notion of ‘rent’, particularly when it was paid to
the East India Company, let us first 1ook at the arguments in favour of
‘rent’ being paid 8s revenue to the Company. Raffies, when he took over
Java, introguced such a rent and wrote long papers justifying this
action. As we will see, the moral superiority of his revenue scheme was

25gmith #A(IV.vii.b.2) p 565.
26 gsmith pAKIV.vii.b.3) pB6S.
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stressed by Raffles to a degree that makes it an example of an economic

‘discourse of improvement’ zsr excellence

RAFFLES, LABOUR AND LAND

In a lengthy passage in the Arsfory o7 Jsve Raffles quotes at
length his patron and mentor, the Governor-General of India, Lord Minto,
regarding land in Java. After the conquest of Java, before he returned to
India, Minto encouraged Raffles to establish a new system of raising
revenue in place of pre-existing Dutch duties, forced deliveries and
compulsory labour. Raffles guoted Minto’s presentation of the new
taxation system as a moral imperative incumbent on the British. They
were to reestablish the natural Lockesn tink between 1abour and land. In
the words of Minto (as quoted by Raffles):

The principle of encouraging industry in the cultivation and
improvements of lands, by creating an interest in the efforts and
fruits of that industry, can be expected in Java only by a
fundamental change in the whole system of landed property and
tenure... fixed and immutable principles of the human character
and of human association, assure me of ultimate, and | hope not
remote success, in views that are consonant with every motion of
action that operate on man, and are justified by the practice and

experience of every flourishing country in the world 27

This passage makes clear the link which existed in Minto’s and Raffies’
minds between labour and land. A ‘fundamental change in the whole
system of landed property and tenure’, they hope, will encourage
‘industry’ in the ‘improvement of 1ands’. Interestingly, these words
reverse Locke’'s cause and effect. In Locke, labour created property. In

27 Quoted inRaffles #isiary |, p 153,
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Minto, it is property which will encourage labour. Giving people property

in the tand will give them “an interest” in the ‘fruits’ of their own
industry. in ather words, it will give them a reason to keep an 1abouring.

Labour, which in Locke secured property, becomes here an
unassailable good to be aimed at, seemingly for its own sake. Not quite
just ‘for its own sake’: a regular labouring force, of course, was good
for the revenue of the English East India Company. The more land that
was cultivated, the more land-revenue would accrue to the Company.
British capital would also benefit from Javanese society being drawn
into the international economy by way of export crops. A well-organised
labour force would produce higher profits for British investors, giving
them better returns on the capital they had invested in Southeast Asian
plantations and mines. But generally these reasons are seidom
menticned in the writings of Raffles and other colonial administrators.
For the most part, land and the labour it encouraged were not connected
to profits but to “improvement’.

It was not oniy the Javanese who needed the link between labour
and land reinforced. The Dutch were also represented as not having
“laboured’ hard enough in their administration of Jave to deserve to keep
it. Raffles quotes his chief land commissioner, Colonel Colin Mackenzie,
a land-surveyor from India who had come to Java as an engineer in its
military conquest and stayed on to help investigate what sort of land
reforms should be implemented. Mackenzie represented Dutch
administration as generally 1ax. Raffles quotes Mackenzie on the Dutch
practice of leaving "the whole of the details’ of how much to tax
Javanese cultivators to ‘the native administrators’ and he includes
Mackenzie’'s suggestion that it may have been caused by Dutch
‘indolence’. Raffles implies that the Dutch have lost their ‘property
rights’ to Java for very Lockean reasons. Locke’s emphasis on
industriousness giving people {(especially European colonizers) a
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divinely sanctioned right to new lands is here given its negative

counterpart: the Dutch through their neglect and indolence have lost
their right to Java. Locke’s emphasis on “improvement’ is more than
matched by Raffles’ emphasis on the same. Raffles implies the Dutch
are as bad as the ‘Native’ government, whom he describes as ‘sn indolent
Government, who pursue no plans of internal improvement wherein
labour would be required...”.28 Through their industrious pursuit of
improvement the British have earned their moral right to Java.
Compared to the British, neither the "Native Princes’ nor the Dutch
deserve to keep it.

RAFFLES’ MINUTES ON LAND

Raffles’ most detailed statements on land and land revenue are to
be found in two long Minutes he wrote outlining his land reforms in Java
for the the East India Company’s Board of Directors. Both called
‘Substance of a Minute on Land Refarm’, the first minute was written in
1813 and the second in 1814.2% Both Minutes are appeals to the Board to
approve his suggested reforms. Both use economic discourse as a tool of
persuasion, infusing it with the rhetoric of improvement and moral
justification. in them Raffles presents his reforms as both “an
improvement in the revenue of the state, [and] as promaoting the

civilization and happiness of the people’ 30 Indeed sometimes the

28 T.5.Raffles Substance of & Finiuta recaroad by the Honourshla the i jeutansnt Governor
oy ieva. o the | 1th Felrusry 18314 an the lntraduction ar en Improved Systam of ntemel
flanageament snd the L3t aliliishnent of 8L and Rent 87 on he 1siand af Jeve: 16 Which sre
Added Seversl af the Nast interesting Documant s Tharein Ralerred To ({London, 1814).
Appendix One: ‘Substance of a Minute recorded by the Honourable the Lieutenant Governor
of Java, on the 14th June, 1813° p 254. Unless otherwise stated, hereafter the title
Sulisterce ar & Misirlerafers to Raffles’ 1814 Minute (to which the 1813 Minute was
appended when it was published, along with several other appendices).

29 although the titles of eachminute would 1ead ane to think they containonly the
‘substance’ of longer minutes which exist elsewhere, there are, as far as | know, na such
longer minutes. Ineach case, the ‘substance’ is also the original and complete mmute in
itself.

30 Raffles Susstance of 8 Mimste 254, See also p 270 and p 276 for similar sentiments.
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revenue element disappears altogether and Raffles presents the ‘sole

object of the present Government” as the ‘simple desire of doing what

was just and good’ 31

Raffles plays down the monetary benefit to the Company of his
reforms. The real aim of all revenue systems is obscured behind g
thicket of moral justification. He makes it clear that the Company’s
financial gain runs a distant second to the moral and material
improvement of the Javanese. In his 1814 minute he took direct issye
with a Dutch administrator of the island who blatantly stated * 2457
EYESY LOIORY TO8s ar Gught te exis? for 1he benafit af the Malbar-
cowitgl 32 In his Minute, Raffles quotes these words to disagree with
them and to prove that the colony’s and the ‘mother-country’s’ interests
can be the same. Raffles presents the payment of revenue by the
Javanese to the British as a mutually beneficial transaction in the Adam
smith tradition. Both parties will gain by it. Neither Susstsnce of &
Minite detail how the revenue will be spent an Javanese welfare 33
What the revenue is spent on is not Raffles’ primary consideration.
Rather it is the very methods by which the revenue is raised and
collected, that will benefit the Javenese so much.

That the manner by which the Javanese will gain is not very clear
is perhaps an indication that he is trying to link two very different and
ultimately incompatible things: an increase in the Company’s revenue
and an increase in the welfare of the people paying that revenue. He
admits that his assertion that an ‘increase [in revenue] could be
connected with an improvement in the state of the population’ raises

31 |hidp 78.

32 ‘Minute Recorded by Mr Muntighe, Member of Council, on the 28th of July, 1813 in
Raffles Subsiance af 8 /¥imuie Appendix Two: Mr Muntinghe’s Minute p 280.

33 The only mention of how it will be spent is when Raffles makes a passing reference to
the collected revenue being spent on the ‘rights, influence and authorityof the European
power’ which is paid for ‘from those resources which constitute the profits of the
Mother-country’. Raffles Sutisismce ar s Minwia p 15
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the "question, what propartion of the one might be reasonably given up

for the other’. But he immediately reassures his reader that under his
administration there is no competition between “the profits of the
Mother-country’ and “improvement of the population’. Both have
improved simultaneousiy since he introduced his reforms:

Fortunately, however in the present instance, the change has been
highly productive to both..while the people have been released
from arbitrary and vexatious imposts, and are secured in the
enjoyment of the fruits of their labour, the pubiic revenue is
augmented, in a degree much beyond what was contemplated at
the time of introducing the change of system.

Indeed, now that the British administration is dependent on land
revenue, the sovereign and its subjects’ interests have become aligned
in a way of which would have warmed the heart of Adam Smith: ‘We have
obtained an actual and immediate interest in the financial prosperity of
Java; we require that its resources should be called forth to relieve the
British Government from expense in retaining it...".34

British India is a recurring example in Raffles minutes. Raffles
reminds the board of directors that ‘it can never be inconsistent with
the principles of good government or of British authority, to have
introduced here those rights and benefits, which have so rapidly
improved the situation of British India’.35 This slightly hectoring
reference to British india by Raffles is repeated throughout his
Minute.6 He is constantly reminding his intended readers, the Company

Board, what is expected of "good government’ and ‘British authority’,

341bid p 16.
33 |bid p 16.

36 For other references ta British India as the model for the new land system in Raffles’
1814 Subelsnca of 8 /imuie seap 12, p 85, p 114 and p 171,
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even as he flatters their achievements in India. He argues for the

justice and rightness of his chosen land revenue system by freguent
reference to the justice and rightness of the Indian original. He implies
that if the Company has acted correctly in India they are naturally bound
to do the same in Java. The “experience that has been derived in every
part of British India and a review of the present situation of the
inhabitants of Java’ he says, show that both will improve under the
proposed system, because:

rMankind are the same in both; and there can be no reason why the
removal of restraints upon commerce, and of bondage, which
blunts every motive to exertion and improvement, should not be
equally followed by wealth, prosperity and happiness among the

people. 37

At this point it is necessary to point out that the two major
studies of Raffles’ 1and reforms in Java, by Bastin and Wright, both
assert that land tenure systems in British India had little influence an
Raffles. The major study of Raffles’ 1814 Substance af & Mirutaon land
reform in Java is John Bastin's baok Fs/7ies’ /oeas an the { apnd Fant
SYRIEnT It SEVE 51T lhe Meckansiea | ang Tenure Comymissios. Bastin
accepts Raffles’ professed ‘surprise’ after he left Java when he learned
from a copy of the Fifth Report - the comprehensive review of the
Company’s agrarian policies in India of 181238 - which had just fallen
into his hands, ‘that he had hit upon the principles of the Ryotwari
settlement by accident... The truth of the matter seems to be that
although he visited Bengal, Raffles knew little of the details of the

37 Raffles Substencea af 8 Minutedppendix One: ‘Substance of a Minute recorded by the
Honourable the Lisutenant Governor of Java, on the 14th Jdune, 1813° p 269.

38 Burton Stein (ed) Introduction 7e Meking of Agrarien Falicy on British lnoie 1 77o-
/g00(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992)p 1, p 4.
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revenue system of British India.." 39 wright, in his book on £as? Zogisn

£Cananric Frolilems iy the i g& oF Carynnsiiis snd Kerfies, like Basti n,
also concludes that ‘Unfortunately Raffies was unable to draw much on
the experience of British India, but had to learn everything for himself
from his own experiments’ 40

As we have seen, however, Raffles referred several times to
British India as his model. That he did so in fairly vague terms might
suggest that Bastin and Wright are at least partially correct in their
claims that he had limited technical knowledge of the land systems
being imposed in India (although perhaps it was more than they claim}.
It may be that Raffles’ land commissioners, most of whom were old
India hands, framed their findings in such a way that a system very like
one already practised in British India was suggested to their superior,
Raffles.41 His ‘surprise’ when he 1ater read sbout the Indian systems in
detail may have arisen because they respectfully resisted informing him
of the exact details of the original. However even if Raffles possessed a

39 Bastin £arrias’ idass o Ihe L 8ng Rent Sysiem 1 Jove g the Mackenzie i sod Tommre
Lammission{S-Gravenhage, Mertinus Nijhoff, 1954) p 180, Bastin also dismisses the
notion that ideas about 1and revenue in British India could have been transmitted viaa
Dutch reformer, Van Hogendorp, who had suggested a vaguely ryotwari-like plan based on
British india, which had been read by Raffles before he ruled Java. In this case also,
Bastin acceptsRaffles later profession of amazement in 1815 at the ‘extraordinary
coincidence’ between their views. Bastin Kerries fdass p 150,

40 HR. C. Wright £ast ingion Foonamic Frotiems of LIeAGR GF Corimwaliis sng Rerfies
(London: Luzac and Company Ltd, 1961) p 98. Wright ismore willing than Bastinto
consider thet Indian ideas may have reached Raffles via the Dutch. However Wright
suggests the Dutch knowledge of Indian land-tax systems was too vague toprovide much
practical guidance toRaffles. Wright, £&s¢ Ingign Ecanamic Frafilemsp 63, pp 34-35, p 47,
P 33. Raffles himself cites the Dutch regard forBritish Indiaas the model for profitable
taxation systems based on land . (Raffles Subistence or 8 Minutep 12). Raffles’ Minute has
ah appendix which Muntighe, wrote in support of Raffles’ reforms. Muntinghe recounts
that the Dutch cotonial establishment, before the British take-overhad considered copying
land systems inBritish India torelieve their mounting debt. Raffles Substance af & Minuta
Appendix Twa: Mr Muntinghe’s Minute p 282.

41 Members of the Javanese administration such as Crawfurd, Andrew Murray and
Charles Assey (Raffles’ ‘Chief Secretary’) for example had been members of the Indian
medical service in Bengal before coming to Java. D.G. Crawford . Hrstary af the lngian
Fedicsl! Servics 1600- 1913 val /4 {London: Thacker and Co, 1914} pp 129-130 .
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highly specialised knowledge of Indian land systems, it would not have

served his purpose to display it in either Minute. when he does mention
British India it is for rhetorical reasons.

As part of his endeavour to convince the East India Company to
impose a 1and revenue system in Java, as they had in Indis, he
highlighted certain conditions shared by both countries which were
necessary for the imposition of a land tax. For example Raffles went to
some lengths to establish the existence in Java as well as India, of the
most important condition necessary for a land-tax - a preexisting
geweni - the customary right of Muslim rulers to collect tribute in
kind.The land tax as tribute was a sacred, royal right assumed by the
British in both India and Java. Scattered throughout Raffles” and others’
commentary on Java we can piece together explanations which make
explicit the logic by which Europeans linked Muslim rulers 1o revenue
raised from the land.

All Muslim sovereigns, it was believed, enjoyed a sacred status
which entitled them to God’s gift from the soil, the surplus. Raffies and
others described this mystical link between the sovereign and the soil
as g feature which Europeans adopted from the Muslim religion. As a
global survey of ‘primitive’ property systems, written in the latter half

of the nineteenth century, says in relation to Java:

By virtue of the principles of the Koran, accepted in all
Mohammedan countries, the savereign possesses the eminent
domain. He is the true and only proprietor; and by this title, he
levies the taxes in kind which represent rent, and exacts the

corvee. 42

42 Emile de Laveleye Frimitive Praparty(trans by GR.L. Marriott) Reprint: Fred B.
Rothman & Co, Littleton, Colorado, 1985) Orig: London, 1878, p 44.De Laveleye is here
discussing Java, for which he uses Raffles’ 4/stary af Jsve, as well as many Dutch
accounts. He finds its 1and systems similar to those in Russia. Ibid p 44, p 47, p 50.
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in the session of 1866-1867 a member of the Chamber of

Representatives in Holland expounded the concept of property in Javs,
‘according to Asiatic and Mohammedan’ ideas”: ‘The soil belongs to the
creator, God, and, in consequence, to his earthly representative, the
Sovereign’.43 The free gift of God, the surplus produced by the soil (in
combination with the rain and sun), over and above the human labour put
into it, belonged to the state because as God's earthly representative,
they possessed that soil. As Raffles put it: “the Government’ had a right
to ‘that Revenue from the people, or in other words, that proportion of
the crops to which, as Lords of the soil, they had an indisputable
claim’.44

In India, the East India Company had taken over the revenue-
collecting functions of the Mughal empire which preceded them. The
‘Nawab of Bengal” in 1765, had ‘by royal grant’ conferred on the East
India Company the diwani or right to collect taxes, especially land-tax
or rent from the cultivators in Bengal, Bahar and Orissa.4S The British in
India, while downplaying the religious element in their acquisition of
the right to collect the soil’s surplus, stressed the legal rights which
grew out of it. By virtue of treaty or conquest, they acquired a legal
right to that portion, even if they disowned its original religious basis.

The English acquisition of the #/mss/was also presented as &
cohtinuation of the English philosophical tradition of a contract
between the people and the government. Locke, who we saw was
important in establishing the idea of property through labour, had glso
contributed to the notion of government by contract. in Locke’s
formulation & "civil contract’ was implicitly agresd upon whereby the

43 Quoted in de Laveleye Frimitive Franerty pp 52-53.

44 Minute by Raffles, February 18, 1814, Gillespie Charges, appendix G, p 204 quoted in
John Bastin £a777es’ /deasp 92.

43 walter Kelly Firminger (ed) A77airs af the Fast indis Compeny. The Fifth Report from

the Selact Committea of the haise 6f Commons, P84 iy, 1872 (Reprint: Delhi: Jeeraj

Publishing House, 1984) vol I, p 3.
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people gave up a partion of their freedoms in exchange for the

government’s protection.
Raffles quoted a version of this story in his Azt when he saia:

The basis of civil communities is incontrovertibly the sacrifice
of a part of the liberty, rights and even property of each
indtvidual, for the enjoyment and security of the remai hder; and
this remainder, when fixed, forms the civil freedom and

privileges of such a community.46

In discussions about revenue people gave up a portion of the fruits of
their labour in exchange for the government protecting them and their
property.47 Raffles described ‘the first clearers of the land’ in Java as
owing the government "due tribute of a certain share of its [the 1and’s]
produce farssing well gevarned my italicsl. He goes on to say, this
created a mutual obligation on the part of the government. After the
tribute was “paid to the sovereign power’, that sovereign “in return, was
equally bound not to disturb them or their heirs in its possession’ 48
Frequently both justifications were used to prove the right of the
British to collect revenue in India and in Java under Raffles: it was a
right which they acquired from the previous Muslim rulers and in
upholding it, they were upholding the indigenous traditions and customs
of the people. But customary sources of revenue inherited from Asian
sovereigns (who were commonly regarded by the English as despotic and
arbitrary} were also legitimated by the ongoing act of governance. Both
Raffles’ Minutes, for example, stress that the people pay revenue for

46 Raffies Arsiary|, p 226.

47 Dipesh Chakrabarty Aronwincielizing Eurape: FoStCalanisl Thaught and Historical
OiffergrcePrinceton: Princeton University Press, 2000) p 230.

48 Raffles’ Revenue Instructions, February 11, 1814, quoted inJohn Bastin A577ias”
logespp 193-4.
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being well-governed. Indigenous tradition was sanctioned by present

action which bettered the people. It put the British right to native
revenue on firm moral, as well as legal, grounds.

The historian, David Wong, has suggested that the notion of the
Muslim sovereign as despotic, universal landlord may have been a
convenient fiction by the British in the Malay case: “what the Sultan had
the power to do, the British... could do in his name’ including granting
and resuming his Tands and making new land laws.4% For these reasons
Raffles’ chief land commissianer, Colonel Colin Mackenzie needed to
establish the existance of a Javanese equivalent of the Indian diwani.
Raffles quotes Mackenzie’s 1812 finding that both ‘Natives as well as
Europeans’ in the course of his survey ‘constantly reported... that the
right of property has been invariably considered solely in the Saovereign
or state’. The right of the British government to simply take over the
diwani of the preexisting Mughal sovereignty rested on the idea that the
universal land lordship had been ceded along with the districts ‘ceded by

the Native Princes’ in Java.50
Another feature shared by both India and Java which would have
encouraged Raffles to develop a revenue system based on land rent, was

43 This historian, David Wong, is talking about ‘British Malaya® later in the nineteenth-
century but what he says seems to have resonance for the early nineteenth century
British India and Java. According to Wong, in the indigenous Malay system of 1and tenure
the ‘Sultans and territorial chiefs had established areas of settlements..the powers of the
Sultan and chiefs should more accurately be defined with reference to the localised
communities or settlements than in terms of any paramount ownershipin the settied
lands.’ The British, he says, needed ‘an absolute monarch.. in whose name’ they could
rule. ‘whatever was the exact position under the indigenous system of 1and tenure, it was
simply taken for granted that all lands in the State must betong to the Sultan’. If the Sultan
vas regarded as the absolute owner of all lands in his State, it followed that British were
toc. David Wong 7emure and i ang Sysitems in the Maley Siatas(Singapore University
Press, 1975) pp 25-26.

S0 On the basis of the Mackenzie Commission findings, Raffles found that "the right of
Government to assume the lands is so clearly established it appears to me surprising that
the Dutch Government should have so leng overlooked an object of such assential and
preeminent importance’.Raffles Suisissce ar 8 Minuiedppendix One: ‘Substance of a
Minute recorded by the Honourable the Lieutenant Governor of Java, on the 14th June,
1813’ p 263. See also p 256.
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that both countries were largely agrarian. As Raffles said in his Histari

"The island of Java is a great agricultural country, its soil is the grand
source of its wealth’.3! At this point, Raffles was still trying to
convince the East India Company (or perhaps the reinstailled Dutch
administration) that Java’s soil could be a source of wealth for them
too. Reffles’ Arstarydepicted the Javanese as the perfect subjects for
raising revenue through land- taxes. They are innately agricultural,
their soil is fertile and their cultivation stupendously productive. They
are used to large imposts and they are reluctant to run away to avoid
paying them because of their attachment to their ancestors’ tombs.52
Given this view of both India and Java as essentially agricultural
countries, it made sense to tax the largest class in each, the peasant-
cultivator. Especially since in both countries, & growing ideology of fres
trade made it harder for the Company to tax the merchant classes. As
Eric Stokes says of nineteenth-century India ‘Given the pressure for
free trade from European mercantile interests there could be no
question of easing the burden of taxation on the land by a system of high

revenue tariffs on internal and external commerce’.53

Despite his references to the precedent of British India, Raffles
was also at pains to establish that his reforms would not leave the
Company open to the criticisms which their revenue-raising in India
aroused. Upon acquiring the &fwsn7in India the Company initially had
continued with the Mughal tradition of hiring out the rights to ‘farm’ the
land revenue to the highest bidder. These native ‘revenue farmers’ were
soon accused of corruption and venality and the Company was accused of
farming out its responsibility to protect the most vulnerable members

S| Raffles #fsiary) p 106.
92 \bid I, pp 136-143, p 149, p 247, p 301, p 305.

53 Eric Stokes ‘The Land Revenue Systems of the North-western Provinces and Bombay
Deccan 1830-80: Ideology and the Offictal Mind’ in Burton Stein (ed) 7#e Making of
Agrarian Felicy in B7tish ingie /7 70- 1200 Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992) p 86.
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of Indian society. A stronger moral claim to the surplus of the peasants’

labour, was needed. This was particularly pressing after a series of
famines in India in the eighteenth century sparked charges at home that
the Company’s harsh tax-regieme was responsible. Charging the East
India Company with corruption and destruction became popular in late
eighteenth-century England. Adam Smith’s #eslih af Meéians was just
one of many publications which drew attention to the Company’s
acguisition of wealth st the expense of the natives.

To raise the East India Company’s moral standing ta a level more
appropriate to a British institution, changes were made. A
Parliamentary Board of Control was set up in London to watch over the
activities of the East India Company. Colleges such as Haileybury and
Addiscombe in England and Fart William in Calcutta were established to
train a civil and military service who would have both the “learning’ and
‘moral discipline’ to carry out an ‘enlightened policy toward the Native
Subjects of British India, to improve their moral condition and to
diffuse the happy influences of Christianity throughout the Eastern
world’.54 The Company stopped farming out the collection of its revenue
and instead developed more direct systems of collection. In Java,
Raffles was similarly concerned about the abuses associated with the
way the previous Dutch administration had farmed out the collection of
toll-gate and other duties on the “interior trade of the country’ to the
Chinese.>S Describing the Chinese as "cunning’, ‘corrupt and
extortionate’ and ‘abhorred’ by the Javanese, Raffles abolished the
internal duties the Chinese collected and tried to relieve them of all

94F (. Danvers, M. Monier-williams, S.C. Bayley, P. Wigram, B. Spate and Many
Contributors Memar7als ar f7d Haileybury Coliage{London: 1895) Appendix |11 ‘Prospectus
of the College issued in 1806°, p 251. On Fort Williams see David Kopf Srtish Qrianisiism
EHG Uhe Berigal Kansisssnca: the ynsmics of noisn Hodernisstion 1 7ri-1855(Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1969)

33 Raffles Susstarce or & Movie p 18,
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other tax-collecting duties.56

In short, Raffles suggested that Java, like British India, offered a
diwani which the British could assume; both countries had largely
agricultural populations to pay a land tax; and they also shared previous
corrupt revenue ‘farming’ systems which needed to be overhauled. But
which system was Raffles referring to, which he believed had ‘so
rapidly improved the situation in British India’? By the time he wrote
his Minutes there were several competing systems in India, each with
their sdvocates on the Board of Directors {the Company executive) and
the Board of Control {the British Parliamentary committee which
oversaw the activities of the Company). We shall briefly look at these
land systems - not only to determine which one Raffles preferred but
also because, as we shall see in the next chapter, certain Indian 1and
systems were also preferred by the merchants of the Straits
Settlements.

LAND REVENUE SYSTEMS IN BRITISH INDIA

wWhen Raffles wrote his Minutes, there were two main land tax
systems in india: collection through [ndian intermediaries known as
semingsraand collection directly from the peasant-cultivator, the
sais Both systems required the formation of codified land titles, but
they diverged on whom the titles should be bestowed and for how lang.
Both systems were also claimed by their respective advocates to be
improving the condition of the land and the peasant-cultivator. The
samindar| cemingsst system, which was the first to be implemented,
with Cornwallis’ ‘Permanent Settlement’ of Bengal in 1793, bestowed
the land title on a class of native landlords known as zamindars . It was
a ‘permanent settlement’ in that the the East India Company Government
fixed its share of the revenue ‘settlement’ in perpetuity, at a

56 |bid p 26, pp 50-51, pp 135-136.
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‘Dermanent’ level forever.

Cornwallis realised that by fixing the state’s share forever, the
zamindar’s share would proportionally increase as society progressed.
He purposefully awarded them this benefit in order to produce a stable
class of large landowners who would imprave the land. The zamindars
were equated with the "gentleman farmer” then a ‘central figure in the
English agrarian scene..it was his capital that was invested in the land,
his enterprise made it productive, and often his inventiveness that
provided it with new techniques’. 57 It was acknowledged that some
zamindars might grow wealthy by extracting a large portion of the
revenue they collected, before passing what was left onto the Company.
But, it was hoped, they would reinvest this wealth in the scoil, ploughing
it back into their farms as technological improvements. This would
benefit Indian society overall, helping the peasant or Fat rise in the
scale of civilization as society progressed.

But rather than becoming the much-hoped-for class of improving
landlords, the zamindar came increasingly to be seen as a parasitic
loafer. Even more horrific: "The zamindars’ income from the land
increased beyond all proportion to what the Government earned from the
same source...’. It could not even be justified as a material 1oss for a
moral gain, for as the population increased farm labourers’ wages or
their equivalent fell and the position of the peasantry seemed more
precarious than ever. To its critics, the zamindar was the clear
beneficiary of the permanent settlement, at the expense of the peagant

37 Rana Jit Guha A Kule aor Fropearty 7or Bengsl:- sn £858Y on lhe jdas af Fermanant
Sert/anert{New Dethi: Orient Longman, 1982) p 105. Guha also argues that the fixed
nature of the leases given to the zamindars was a result of the physiocrat influence on the
architects of the Permanent Settlement particulariyPhilipFrancis. Stokes, onthe other
hand, emphasises the Benthamite ideal of 'sirnplicitg’ and minimum government
interference as the chief reason for permanently limiting the State revenue on the land.
Guha A Kuwle af Froperiy 1or Rengsl pp 124-125; Stokes Sagiiah titiiinarisns snding s
(Oxford University Press: London, 1959) p 5.
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and the Company.58

Despite Bastin’s and Wright's claims to the contrary, Raffles does
show some knowledge of Indian precedents in his Minutes. For example,
in his 1814 Minute he quotes Crawfurd (who had probably gained some
familiarity with Indian land systems during his time with the Bengal
medical service) that: ‘The occupant in Jave possesses no fixed or
unalienable rights to the soil, as in Bengal, but may on the contrary be
deprived of his possession at the pleasure of the landlord’ 59 He alsg
seems to be aware of the objections which have been raised against the
permanency of the Bengal Settlement . To ‘prevent the manifold and
obvious objections against a perpetual settlement’ he says, his land
revenue arrangements will be "temporary..for a period not exceading
three years certain’ 60

To overcome the perceived flaws of the zamindar system, a rival
system had been implemented in india which centred around the
peasant-cultivators, the s/ze#s Munro (with the backing of utilitarians,
including James Mill in the India Office) advocated the FYEEWErT
[ r&iystrerd system, meaning a temporary revenue settlement with
cultivators, based on periodic assessments of land, and annual
assessments of land-use. This was advocated in the influential Fifth
Report on the Company (1812) and applied in south and western India.
Ryotwari official thinking ‘attached prime importance to the protection
0f the small man’ and obliged the state in its capacity as tax-gatherer

to deal directly with a large number of small farmearg6!. By cutting out

98 Guha 4 Ruie af Froperty rarBengsipp 124-125.

3% This repression was made even worse by the immobitity of the Javanese. Despite his
1ack of rights, the Javanese would only ‘quit an oppressive landlord’ as a last resort
given their attachment to the ‘tombs of their ancestors’. Raffles Suhsisnca or 8 Minuia p
85.

SORaffles Suastance of & Minutep 268.

St william J. Barber &r7¢ist foopomic Thatight 610 india: & Stugy i the History ar
Development £canomics (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1975) p 149.
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the indigenous middlemen the state would enjoy more of its own

revenue. As Raffles said when introducing the system to Java, the
Government will became the

sole Collector and enjoyer of its own revenues. On every view,
indeed of the subject the Zieng-pre/i¢ (or as it is termed in
western |India, where it is understood to have been
advantageously introduced, the rgwiws~ settlement) is
considered as that which will, at once, prove more satisfactory

to the people and most beneficial to Government 62

As well as bypassing indigenous landlords, the ryotwari system
also diverged from the zamindar system on the guestion of fixed or
variable taxes. Under the ryotwari system the rate was not ‘permanent’.
The State reassessed the amount of rent it should be paid every thirty
years or so and there was no ceiling placed on government exactions. As
the chief proponent of the ryotwari system, Munro, argued ‘the longer-
term needs of the state could not be fully anticipated’ .63 However the
ryotwari system involved myriad officials investigating and calculating
the fertility of each field attached to thousands of villages.64 |n part,

because of the administrative expense effort involved in the pure

52 Raffles Suhstence of 8 Minuta Appendix: Proclamation Declaring the Principles of the
Intended Change of System p 194

63 Barber AritishEconanic Thought snd indisp 149,

64 McAlpin says it took ‘30 years to survey and settle all of Bombay Presidency, by
which time the original 30-year leases were expiring and the process began again’. Mann
claims that because of thisdifferential theory was hardly ever put into practice. Even in
the Bombay presidency British collectors proceeded by guesswork or followedlocal
custom as to how much revenue to collect. Michelle Burge McAlpin'Economic Policyand
the True Believer: the Use of Ricardian Rent Theory in the Bombay Survey end Settlement
System’ 7he annsl of Foaramic Histaryvol XLIV, no 2, June 1984, pp 425-6 and p 427.
Michael Mann “A Permanent Settlement for the Ceded and Conquered Provinces: Revenue
Administration in North India 1801-1833" 7ie indiar Foononric 8n8 Sactai Hist ary Raviaw,
32, 2 (1995).



286
ryotwari system was soon modified to one based on villages.65

THE VILLAGE-BASED SYSTEM IN INDIA AND JAVA.

The “village’ system {also called mebs/wa7or Giremensry) has
been described as hoiding ‘a middle place between the Zzemindary and
ryotwar systems’. The Government came to an agreement - ar a
‘settlement’ ~ with each village by fixing its revenue demands for &
period of three to ten years. The village-based system was considered a
sub-species of the ryotwari system, because it involved the
government, that is, public servants, dealing with the rent-paying
cultivators as opposed to the zamindar system where private
intermediaries collected rent for the government.66 Furthermore, the
village head was only used as the point of contact between the
government and the cultivator if a cultivator refused to settle directly
with the government. The closeness of the village head to the
cultivator, it was hoped would prevent him from becoming as rapacious
as the zamindars. As one of the revenue collectors explained:

.the willage settlement.. [made] over.. the right to the public
revenue from the fields of each village, not to a set of strangers,
middlemen, contractors only for the revenue itself, unconnected
with agriculture, but to village cultivators themseives
collectively, or at least to such of them as would agree to the
Gavernment terms, and on their refusal, to the head of the village

alohe, . 67

B3 Stokes 7hesmgiiskiRiiiterians and ingiep O.
66 Peter Robb, University of London, personal communication, September, 2000.

67 Great Britain Parliamentary Papers, Minutes of Evidence taken before the Select
Committee on the Affairs of the East India Company, |11, Revenue, Appendix no 6 ‘A Paper
on the Land Revenue of india prepared at the request of the Committee, by A.D. Campbell,
Esq. of the Madras Civil Service’ reproduced in Burton Stein {(ed) Fhe rieking ar Agrayisn
Falicy InBritish indie 1 770- /800 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992) p 61.
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Raffles initially instituted a village-based system in Java. His
Proclamation of October 1813 in which he instituted the village system
ordained that ‘Government lands will be let generally to the Heads of
Villages... They will relet these lands to the Cultivators... at such a rate

8s shall not be found oppressive’ 68 He explained in the Proclamation
that the village heads will be restrained and ‘all Tenants protected in
their just rights’ by the Government for the now familiar reason of
promoting improvement through harnessing self-interest:

..to promote extensive industiry and consequent improvement and
by instituting amongst them an acknowledged claim to ths
possession of the lands that they may be thus induced to labour

for their own profit and advantage.69

For most of his 1814 Supsisnce af & MinuieRaffles seems to be
arguing that Java is as suited as India to the village system. In a direct
reference to the “village republics’ which had become famous in the
1812 Fifth Report of the Company, Raffles says of Javanese viliages
‘that, in common with the Hindoo usage, it possesses a constitution
within itself, independent of the supreme governing power’. He gives the
Javanese equivalents of the various members of the village hierarchy
‘as in wWestern india’.70

Indeed for much of his 1814 Substsnce ar & MivyteRatfles seems
to think Java is even more suited than India to the village system
bacause of the Javenese tradition of electing village heads. He quotes
one of his land commissioners, Colonel Adams who, in Sourabaya, found

68 Raffles Sussiance of 8 Ninute Appendix: ‘Proclamation Declaring the Principles of the
Intended Change of System’p 174.

69 Raffles Sunstance of s Minuie p 174,
70 |bidp 114.
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the village chief was elected and hig ‘opinion, that the settlement by

villages is the one most suited to this division of the country’. 71
Another land commissioner, Mr Hopkins, reported that in the districts
East of Sourabaya, elections ensured the village chief’s interests were
“intimately connected’ with those of the villagers. The village chief
made representations to the superior if too high an assessment was
imposed on the lands, distributed the lands, kept a ‘roster of all duties
reguired of the people’ and made sure the collectors did not take more
than what was due from each cultivator or embezzle what was due to
the Government. The village chief did all this fairly because aof tha
custom aof an ‘annual election, and the fear if turned out, of being called
upon to justify his conduct’. This, Raffles quotes Hopkins as saying
‘rendered this officer generally a steady and careful representative of
his constituents.?2

Raffles placed great store on the election of the village head. He
explains that he has ‘been thus particular in defining the mode in which
the head of a village is appointed, because on this point has appeared to
hinge the principles on which our future regulations must he
established’. The Javanese ‘right of election’ he feels gives them ‘real
liberty’. It is “an institution... peculiar to this island’ yet “so congenial
to the genius and principles of British Government that too much stress
cannot be laid on it’. This Javanesge right of election will keep the East
India Company free from the charges of aiding and abetting ‘native’
corruption which they keep coming across in India:

While the peopie are secured in this right, they can never be
considered as the abject dependents of a village tyrant; and the

71 \bid p 118.

72)bidp 102 Raffles quotes similarfindings by other land commissioners inother
districts of Java and his own personal experience ‘that the right of electionis still
recognised among the Javanesa’. |bidp 100, p 1035, p 108, pp 109-110,and p 112.
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village chief is what he ought to be, the representative, rather

than the landlord of the village.73

However even before Raffles’ Tand commissioners returned their
findings to him, disagreement had arisen in Bengal and London between
gdvocates of the village-based ryotwari system and the individual
ryotwari system. One historian, describing the replacement of the ‘pure’
ryotwari system with a village-based one by the Madras government in
1808, says: "Acrimony filled the air in the years that followed’ 74 The
Select Committee of the House of Commons, in their Fifth Report of
1812, expressed grave doubts at the propriety of abandaning the
individual ryotwar settlement for this system of village leases. One
land-administrator, Duncan Campbell, recalled in later years that the
village system was abandoned ‘no less on account of the high scale of
village rents themselves, than because the conversion of the heads of
villages into farmers of the Land Revenue’ tended to ‘revive in each a
village a petty tyranny, and the levy of unauthorised exactions upon the
inferior peasantry, such as had been successfully suppressed only by the

introduction of the ryotwar field system...’?S A dispatch from the Home

Government on 16 December, 1812, recommended reverting, in all
practicable cases, to the system of ryotwar field settlement for the

73 Ibidp 113.
74 Mukherjee and Frykenberg ‘The Ryotwari System and Social Organisation’p 219.

7SCampbell’s objections to the village-based system may have stemmed from him beinga
dedicated "Munro and ryotwar man’. Introduction to Burton Stein (ed) The Meking af

A GrETE Falicy Infritish ingre 1770- 1900 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992) p 25.
For Campbe!l’s evidence see Great Britain Parliamentary Papers, Minutes of Evidence
takenbefore the Select Committee on the Affairs of the East India Company, Ill, Revenue,
Appendix no 6 ‘A Paper on the Land Revenue of India prepared at the request of the
Committee, by AD. Campbell, Esq. of the Madras Civil Service’ reproduced in Stein {ed)
The fiaking af Sgrerien Falicy in British indis p 63,
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management af the Land Revenue.76

For similar reasons Raffles dismantled the viliage system five
months after he had instituted it. In his Revenue Instructions of 11
February 1814, he explained that the village-based system was only
‘the first attempt by the British Power to introduce an amended system
of land revenue’ to Java. A combination of ‘paucity of information’ and
‘extreme caution” saw the granting of leases to ‘Heads of Yillages’ but
1t was always ‘considered as temporary, to be longer adhered to, if, on
the acquisition of further knowledge, a more particular system of
management should be advisable’.7? Now that ‘the nature of landed
tenure throughout the island is thoroughly understood’, he wrote, the
"village system’ can ‘be entirely done away’ with, since it was a
‘settlement’ which left “the interests of the bulk of the people entirely
at the mercy of a numercous set of chiefs...’.

Raffies criticized the village system in Java along the same lines
as it had been criticized in India. He quoted one of his land
commissioners, Mr Lawrence, who warned that to establish the village
head “as hereditary landowner and to allow him to sub-let the land of a
village at pleasure would be to grant him an authority and independence,
which never could have been expected, and to arm him with power

prejudicial to the happiness of the people..”78 Lawrence seems to echo
the objections to the village-based system in India, that it would
create village-based tyrants:

7lbid p 63.0np 61 Campbell admitted that it was not only the ‘tyranny’ of the viliage
heads that led them to make exorbitant demands but aiso orders from England (filtered
down to them by revenue officiais) that India must pay e surplus revenue of a miltion
sterling. Hence the maximum field revenue survey rates were enforced, leading many
cultivators not to sign with the government, ieaving them by default at the mercy of the
village heads. Ibidp 61.

77 |bid p 193.
78 |bid p 113.
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To rent the lands to the heads of villages, otherwise than as

agents of the village, would be to establish a thousand petty

tyrants, where one great one formerly existed...79

Raffies shifts in his 1814 Substance of a Minute from advocating
the viliage system for the first hundred or so pages to advocating the
individual ryotwari system for the remainder of the Minute. After the
first hundred pages, Raffles no longer depicts the Javanese tradition of
elections as preventing tyranny under a village-based revenue system,
but rather as a sign of individual rights particularly individual land-
rights, which means the individual-based ryotwari system is most
appropriate. If the villagers, Raffles says, ‘possessed and exercised so
important a right as the election of their immediate Chief’ they are

‘altogether independent of the Chief.’80 They have a direct relationship
to the 1and rather than through the Chief.8' He concludes that ‘relief to
the people’ and "procuring to the Government the greatest proportion of
their payments’ can be best achieved only ‘by making the r7geiiwer
settiement’ [ryotwaril ‘general through the island’.82

Raffles’ Sutsisnce ar & Minwiewas not well-received in Bengal.
The historian John Bastin complained that

the Supreme Government was under the impression that the
village based system of revenue collection was in operation in
Java. This suggests that Raffles’ Minute of February did not

79 1bid p 115.

801bigp 119,

81 In all of Jave he says “there is not an acre of ground in cultivation to which there is
not some person immediatelyattached, distinct from the officers of Government, to whom
the lands may be temporarily assigned. A respect to such claims forms the leading
principle of the system which it has been my object toestablish.’ Ibidpp 114-115.

82 |hidp 150.
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receive the careful perusal that it deserveg 83

But as we have seen Raffles’ 1814 Suhsisnce af & Minvte did seem to
advocate a village-based system for the first hundred or so pages
before he apparently changed his mind. He may have received the home
government’s 1812 dispatch recommending reversion to the individyal-
based ryotwari system when it was too late to discard all the evidence
he had amassed in favour of the village system. Another explanation far
the confused manner in which his 1814 Minute is written could he that,
according to one of Raffles’ aides, Raffles wrote it very quickly in order
to catch the post about to leave for India, while simultaneously
entertaining a number of visitors. The 11th of February, 1814 was a
very busy day for Raffles. On that day he wrote up his 172 page
Suhsience aff & Minuteon land reform, a corresponding set of Revenue
instructions, a 'Regulation for the more effectual Administration of
Justice in the Provincial Courts of Java’ while according to his aide, he

simuttaneousiy hested

a8 large party at breakfast, dinner and supper, from which he never
absented himself, but on the contrary was always one of the most
animated at table, and yet contrived to find time sufficient to
write that minute. [It] was written and composed so quickly, that
he required three clerks to keep up and copy what he wrote...this
minute was written with the greatest possible haste; Mr Raffles’
abject being made to have a copy made and sent hame by a vessel
then under dispatch in the roads at Batavia and this he

accomplished.B4

83 Bastin £sr7/es /oass ariong p 182. Thigconfusion was not confined to Bengal. Raffles’
widow, Lady Sophia, wrote in his Mamairs that in 1814 ‘MrRaffles introduced what ig
called the village system founded upon that of the Hindus.’ Raffles MNetnoairsn 224,

84 Raffles Mamoirs p 228,
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But however impressive Raffles’ skills of composition {and
hospitality) may have been, his vacillation between two Tand tenure
systems indicates a strategic miscalculation on his part. He seems to
have begun his 1614 Minute assuming that the moral legitimacy of one
Indian revenue-collecting system over another had been clearly
established, and then discovered, mid-stream, it was still Yery much
contested. His 1814 minute on land reform reflected not only
arguments over the relative virtues of the zamindar and ryotwari
systems, but glso arguments over village-based versus the individual-
based ryotwari systems. He seems to have finally decided that the
individual-based ryotwari system would find favour when he mailed off
his Minute to Bengal. But his advocacy of the ryotwari system for Java
seems to have got caught in the crossfire of arguments over Indian land
revenue systems. He may also have been mistaken in assuming that
Bengal was as anxious to establish its ‘moral legitimacy” in Java, as it
was in the more highty publicised case of India. Judging by the poor
reception of his Minutes in Bengal, the Company was as happy to forego
the land revenue of Java as they were to let go of Java itself.

THE THEORY OF DIFFERENTIAL RENT

in the midst of his 1814 Minute Raffles quotes one of his
commissioners, Mr Hopkins, that any land revenue will have to ‘be
determined ..by the fertility of the soil and... irrigation.’ This, Hopkins
says, ‘would require men af probity and knowledge to be sent to value
the crop on the part of the Government’ to ascertain ‘the actua) produce
of villages’.85 Commissioner Hopkins seems to have been familiar with

the need for ‘men of knowledge’ to carry out the ryotwari field

85 Raffles Suistancepp 146-147.
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assessments then practised in india. In the second decade af the

hineteenth century the assessment aof each fields’ fertility under the
Fyotwari system had become a compley business Fequiring specialist
knowledge of the newly formulated theories of rent .

In garly 1815, the economists Malthus, Ricardo and Torrens all
developed variants of a theary which, in this thesis, shall be called
‘differentisl rent theory’ 86 Malthys’ theory of population provided a
starting point for thig explanation of rent. Hig vision of an Increasing
population autgrowing the available food led to a consideration of the
different capabilities of different lands tg sustain a growing
popuiation. Building on Smith’s ideas about rent, they postulated that
rent arose in the gap between the best and worse lands. In essence the
theory developed by all three went roughly along the following lines: as
a8 growing population pressed upon the resources of the land, good land
became scarce and worge land had to be taken intg cultivation. The
difference in value between the bountify) harvests the best lands weare
capable of producing and the meagre capabilities of the warst land

Was frequently at odds [William D. Grampp ‘Edward west Reconsidered’ Hrstary or
Fai;‘:;beffmﬁmyz (2} Fan, 1970, p 318. As we shail see in the next chapter, these
king’s courts were highly regarded by Crawfurd, on Anderson see J. Hollander The
Concept of Marginal Rent’ ;:?yaﬂeﬁy..faymafaffmmmfcs, val g, January, 1895,
Possible reasons forthe coincidence of sg many people thinking up verysimilartheories

Thought and ingis PP 138-9; and J. Hollander (ed) TR. Malthus The Msture ST Frograss
z?f,&-"mr(ﬂriginang: 1815. Reprint: John Hopkins University: The John Hopkins Press,
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equalled the value of the rent on the best lands. Rents diminished as the

surplus diminished on lands which varied in fertility from best to
worst. This explained not only why varying rents were commanded by
different plots of Tand but also why long~-cuitivated lands tended to
attract higher rents than virgin 1ands. New land which had to be cleared
for the first time produced no surplus until the first or subsequent
harvests, and therefore attracted no rent at a]1.87

This theory also ‘proved’ that by appropriating the rent the East
India Company was not harming the Indian economy. As the supreme
landlord their government would only appropriate the share of
agricuitural produce which was the equivalent of the rent leaving the
portions denoted as wages and profits untouched. So long as the public
revenue of a country could be raised from the ‘unearned’ surplus of rent,
this sort of taxation had no effect on profits, wages or prices and did
not interfere with economic growth. Rent which in this way was
sequestered from the rest of the economy was termed strictly ‘revenue’.
Unlike “tax’ which could be applied indiscriminately to profits and
capital, ‘revenue’ which was restricted to the surplus of the land could
not discourage improvement. As Stokes says ‘In India there was every
case therefore, for sustaining a heavy-revenue demand on the condition
that it was kept within the limits prescribed by political economy’.8s8

Differential rental theory was well-known to Crawfurd by the
time he wrote his 1820 Histary ar the Hdien Archipaiege . In his
chapter entitled ‘Public Revenue’ Crawfurd explains: ‘According to Mr

87 This a very brief summary of Ricardo (P. Sraffa 7#e wars 8T COrTRSpOngence or
Havid Kicsram, vol 1, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951, pp 69-80) and
Malthus Tire Neture sno Fragress af Renipp 21-33. Rent based on the comparative
qualities of Tand went back further than Smith toat 1east Locke. See Peter Groenewegen
‘The Physiocrats, Origins of Scientific Politica) Economy and the Single Tax’ First Henry
George Memorial Lecture, Macquarie University, 30 October, 1954

885Stokes ‘The Land Revenue Systems of the North-Western Pravinces and Bombay
Deccan’ p 87; and Ravinder Kumar hesiars ingis in ibe Ninet eentt Cepary (Canberra:
Australian National University Press, 1968) pp 86.
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Ricardo, a tax on rent falls wholly on the landiords, cannct be shifted to

any class of consumers, and cannot discourage the cultivation of new

lands, for such lands pay no rent”.89 Hence, he continues:

In Java, or any country similarly situated, where there are se
Jengiergs, and the sovereign is the sole proprietor, it is evident,
therefore, that the whole of what is strictly the true rent of
land, excluding the produce of capital laid out in improvements,
might be taken by the state as tax, without injury or injustice to
any class of society.

This along with the fertility of the soil of Java (leading to a large
surplus) leads Crawfurd to assert ‘that no government was ever
presented with so favourable an opportunity of organising a system of
taxation so certain, productive and beneficial, as the administration of
that isiand has it now in its power to establish’.9¢ The state would take
the place of the Mughal Emperor and since the surplus would then be
appropriated by rational and enlightened British officials instead of
being frittered away by an Drienta) despot, it would at last be put to
good use.

Under the influence of James Mill in particular, through his
position as reader of correspondence at the East India House in Landon,
and Malthus who was professor of political economy at the East India
Company’s Haileybury college, the ideal in British India became that the
Government receive its due in the form of & money vailue corresponding
to the fertility of the fields under cultivation. According to differential
rent theory, this money value was Aal supposed to be set according to a
fixed percentage or share of the produce, but rather according to a fixed

89 Crawfurd #istary ar the ingien Srehipelags |1, p 66,
90 |bid pp 66- 67,
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valuation of each field’s fertility, its supply of water, its proximity to

market and other local circumstances. The amount of revenue realised
annually was mesnt to reflect what the soil in a particular field stawie
produce rather than what it actually produced. For if the rent/tax was
portioned to the harvest, it was feared this would be an incentive for

peopie to produce less, in the hope they would pay less rent.S1

In 1820, the only limit Crewfurd placed on the exactions of the
state is one that was (by the time he wrote) familiar in British India:
that it not exceed the surplus determined by the “scientific’ formula of
differential rent theory. His recommendation that, “In estimating the
amount of the tand-tax to be reserved by the state, care should be taken
that the tax be confined to what is strictly rent, that is, to the value
for the use of the land, and of the land only’, is footnoted with a
reference to the relevant page of ‘Ricardo’s Arin a7 Falit Fcon
Crawfurd also goes on to remind the reader of that other staple of
differential rent theory: that the rent must be determined by a land’s
fertility and not its output, otherwise those two motors of
improvement, labour and capital will be discouraged. As Crawfurd
explains, the

gassessment, by a numerical proportion of the crop, is fallacious
and unjust. A sixth of the produce might be a heavier tax on poor
lands which demanded much labour in the culture, than a third of

that of richer lands.92

Differential rent theory reached the heights of influence in India,
after the 1820s, when it was frequently cited in letters and dispatches

91 Hawever in practice this ideal form of the Ryotwari Settlement, often called the fixed
field assessment was more the exception than the rule in the early nineteenth century.
Mukherjee and Frykenberg ‘The Ryotwari System and Sacial Organisation’p 218.

S2Crawfurd Aystary 11, p 65.
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by Indian officials.®3 But in the case of Crawfurd, his 1820 Arstary af

i disn Arehipe/sgawas one of the last places he praised land taxes.
In the following decades he changed his apinion on ryotwari or ‘Asiatic
land taxes’ as he came to call them, substantially. He spoke out against
land tax (amongst other taxes) in his role as spokesman for the Straits
Settlements and indian merchant communities. Crawfurd along with

many in the Straits Settlements fought against a land tax imposed from
India.

93 Kumar wesiarm india in the Nineteanliy Century p 87, Stokes ERGIISALItTIIsrigns ang
/078 p 88; Sulekh Chandra Gupta ‘Retreat from Permanent Settlement and Shift Towards
8 New Land Revenue Policy” in Burton Stein (ed) The Meking af Agrerien Falicy in fritish
e and S. Ambrirajan Llessica’ Faliticsl 5 CONINS GG Lr T LIS Falicy in Ingis
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978).
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Chapter Six

LAND IN THE STRAITS SETTLEMENTS:
ARGUMENTS AGAINST ITS TAXATION AND
‘DESPOTIC OFFICIALISH®

CRAWFURD’S EARLY OBJECTIONS TO "ASIATIC LAND TAXES'.

Although Crawfurd at first agreed with differential rent theory and
was instrumental in helping Raffles introduce a land tax to Java he had
some criticisms of land revenue systems in Asia which were constant
from his earliest writings to his last. His critical stance can be sensed
from his early use of the term “land-tax’ as interchangeable with the more
reverential word, ‘revenue’. The legitimacy conveyed by the term ‘revenus’
rather than ‘tax’ can be gleaned from objections 7Ae Fdintiwgh Keview
raised some years later to Crawfurd’'s pamphlet .z .danes? fromr the
Ihahilsnls ol British indie 1o the Jusiice af the Fear/e ar Fngiend which
he had published as a member of the newly formed British India Society.
The Aeviemarticle reminded both Crawfurd and the Society that what they
‘erroneously called the 1and-tax, is not a tax at all; but the revenue which
is derived simply from the appropriation to the state, for public purposes,
according to immemorial usage’ and “that this system, which the [British
Indial] society denounces as the grand fountainhead of all evil... is the best
mode that could be devised of raising the funds necessary for the public
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expenses.’ |t goes on to quote James Mill "assuredly no mean authority

upan a question of Political Economy’ and Malthus to show that only
‘legitimate rent’ (that is, ‘revenue’) is taken.!

In the 1ate 1830s, as a member of the British India Society,
Crawfurd argued that the Company’s 1and-taxes were not ‘revenue’. They
exceeded the proportion designated as ‘revenue’ by political economists
and were not spent on the ‘improvements’ Smith attributed to the landlord
class. Decades earlier in his 1820 A/siargwe can see the seeds of this
objection. In his Aistarghe had accepted that English-imposed taxes in
Java were kept in check by Ricardian doctrine. However he had condemned
traditional ‘Asiatic’ 1and taxes as excessive and misspent. He would later
argue that because of these “Asiatic’ origins, revenue based on land taxes,
even when imposed by an English Company, were also prone to be
excessive and misspent

In his #/stary Tchapter on ‘Public Revenue’ Crawfurd observes that
agricutture in the Indian islands is backward and unimproved. Therefore he
says, ‘when the sovereigh, as he does in Java, exacts, as tax, ane-#&/7the
produce of the best and greater part of the cultivated lands, and ame-24ird
of the poorest’ this an ‘exorbitant impost’. The sultan is demanding 'not
merely that portion of the produce of the earth paid to the proprietor for
the use of the original and indestructible powers of the soil” (in obvious
reference to Ricardo’s famous formulation); nor is the sultan taking only
‘that which is a renumeration for the expenditure of capital in its
improvement, but alsa the whole of the legitimate profits of the farmer

and the cultivator.’2
Crawfurd’s deference to the idea that the sultan would be right to

1The Land Revenue System of British India’ 7#e Fdintuwgh Revien; October 1839-Jan
1840, vol LXX, no CLXI}, pp 397-398.

2 Crawfurd #istary |l pp 61-62.
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impose a tax to renumerate itself for “improving’ the soil seems to

indicate that at this stage, he believed governments had a right to the
“surplus’ produce of the soil. It is not the surplus itself which is in
question but the amount taken and what is done with it. As we saw in the
first chapter, Crawfurd quotes Smith to show that in ‘native’ hands it is
frittered away as ‘unproductive’ revenue, spent ‘upon the court, its
officers, or agents, and not a farthing returns to be added to agricultural

capital and to the improvement of the land’.3 We see the first signs in

Crawfurd of what would later develop into a full-blown objection to
‘Asiatic land taxes’ when he then says:

Java and every other country of the Archipelago, are really poar
countries, and must... always continue so while a land-tax, founded
on the native principle, or almost any modification of 1it, is

persevered in.4

As 8 remedy to these evils Crawfurd advocated a form of ‘freehold’
for tandholders in Southeast Asia. This was another feature that remained
constant in his writings over the years. Building on his experience as a
land commissioner in Java but in direct oppositien to Raffles” attemptis to
protect the Javanese from the Chinese, Crawfurd said in his Arsdaris

the interests of a very heterogeneous population must be
considered. We have to legislate for Europeans, for Chinese, and
for a mixed mass of native inhabitants. The law should make no
distinction between them.

3 Ibid 111, p 63.
4 bid Ili, p 63.
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His ‘first point is to establish a right of private property in the land’. But
he does not want these property titles to be given to a zamindar class as
they were in India, nor to @ ‘Regent’ class as the Dutch did, nor to the
village heads as Raffles did initially in Java. Crawfurd feels there is 'no
class of the native inhabitants to whom it belongs, or that has a better
claim to it than another’5 Wealth, rather than race or traditional status,
shall decide who gets the land. Crawfurd advocates "selling’ the
‘sovereign’s right to the soil, w2k the reservetion af & 7emd-iex ... to the
highest bidder’ ® While the reference to ‘bidding’ might seem reminiscent
of revenue-farming, it seems Crawfurd had a land auction ih mind. The
italicised words indicate that, up until 1820 at least, Crewfurd accepted
a "land-tax’ as the state’s prerogative. Although he advocated "selling the
sovereign’s right to the soil’ it is the ownership which is sold, not the
‘surplus’ - the collection of this by the state was still valid in Crawfurd’s
eyes when he published his A/siarisin 1820.

LOW’S ATTEMPT TO THEORISE LAND TAXES

James Low envisaged the ‘ryot” of Penang and Province Wellesley
partaking of 1and in keeping with Crawfurd’s vision. Ryots could become
landlords and receive rents themselves or sell their land and keep the
profits from the sale. By making the land into a commodity, the “ryot’
would benefit from this type of lease even 1f the land itself was not that
fertile:

..even if the ryot received in perpetuity land which could not, and

Sibidlll, pp 62-63.
Bibid1Il, p 63 [My italics).
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did not, pay any but a nominal rent, then he was a manifest gainer...

for the Tend became of exchangeable value from the moment it was
vested in the occupier, and it might in time be so improved... as to
cause it to yield & rent which would increase that exchangeable

value.?

We have already looked at Low’s introduction to his application of Smith’s
and Malthus’ ideas on rent to Penang. As we saw, Low pointed out that &
‘science’ based on ‘just’ principles ought to work in any setting: ‘even a
European palitical economist might be glad to view the degree in which
his principles are likely to apply in the diversified regions of India f&yand
the Ganges.’8 Low italicised the word ‘beyond’ because a European
ecohomist would have already had ample opportunity to see the
application of economic principles, especially theories of rent within
India through publications such as James Mill’'s Aisiary af ingisgand his
Flemeants of Falitice! foanamiy, the Fifth Report of the Committee
invastigating the Affairs of the East India Company and the teachings of
Malthus at Haileybury College. it was the political economy of Southeast
Asia, "India beyond the Ganges’, which awaited theorisation.

Unfortunately Low’s seventy page attempt to apply Smith and
Malthus to the tropics fails. His account is confused, jumbled and 1acking
in deductive reasoning. One reasoh may be that Low’s aims were too
practical and narrow. After the publication of his book, Low explained in
the Singspare Fres Fréssthat his aim in writing it was to encourage

pthers to cultivate spices.? If they were political economists they would

TLaw Dissartationp 130.
8 Low Disseristion an the Arilish Saltiemeant of Feneng p 1186

9 ‘Captain Low’s Dissertation on Penang and Province Wellesley' Singspore Frea Fress 28th
September, 1837.
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perhaps have realised that Low’s account pointed towards this rather

prosaic end. For instance he quotes Adam Smith on the higher profits to be
had from rice.10 Province Wellesley, he says, offers higher profits than

England while rents are approximately the same.!! Furthermore, Low
promises thst even if Penang progresses, wages will not rise too much
because emigration to Penang from the rest of the peninsula will maintain
competition among labourers. This it should be noted is the inverse of
Torren’s fear that Irish immigration will lower English wages. In Penang
and Province Wellesley, the lower wages caused by inundations of poor
emigrants were good because Low was concerned with the welfare of the
class who would emplioy them, the Straits merchants.

Even though, as we have just seen, Low mentions that the Malay ryot
might become, in time, landlords, it is mainly the English and the Chinese
he sees as potential possessors of agricultural Tand. The Chinese, after
the Europeans, are the most likely in Low’s estimation to become the
improving landlord class of Malthus’ theory. As we saw in the ‘Labour’
chapter he, along with other British writers, regarded Chinese labour to be
more efficient than any other Asian labour. The Chinese, in Low’s eyes are
mare likely to lead the way in producing a surplus:

The Chinese and perhaps the other classes too will in various ways
bring the surplus to contribute to the public prosperity and revenue.
The Chinese are so systematic that next to the European skill, their
labour may be expected to bear the stamp of judicious innovations in

cultivating.'2

10 Low Disseriation ar ihe British Satliement of Fensng p 151.
1 bid pp 150-1, p 149,
12| ow Disseartationp 150.
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Perhaps another reason Low’s attempt to render a “scientific’

account of the political economy of Penang fails is that he could not
control the ‘experiment’. Low’s muddled attempts to thearise about land
reflect a chaos resulting from a lack of control. While it is clear that he
s familiar with Malthus’ differential rent theory, it is unclear in his
account of British land-taxes in Penang and Province Wellesley to what
extent it was actuslly applied. Low vacillates in his 2/ssaristiorhetween
saying that the British government took the maximum amount of rent they
were allowed to extract under the “taws’ of political economy; that they
charged only a very light rent; and that they charged no rent at all. Low
moves, without warning, between these three contradictory descriptions
of British 1and revenue in Penang and Province Wellesley.

For example, Low says at one point that the government charged a
‘trifling’ rent ‘equal to an eighth part of the produce on the richest soil’.
However, he then goes on to speak of this nominal rent in a speculative
tone, saying it could 1ead to a settled population: “if the ryot could get
good land, paying rent at the.rate of an eighth ..he might not feel disposed
to go the distance in guest of waste land.”!3 in the early days of the colony
this settled population would have enabled the British government to
adjust its rents according to the fertility of the soil in keeping with
Malthus’ theary of differential rents: "The Government might then have
taken’ what was sllowed to it under political economy ‘in the shape of
rent in the richest soils’; taking decreasing surpluses from "all lands of an

inferior description, down to the land which merely returned the costs of
cultivating it; and could not therefore, until highly improved, afford to pay

any rent.’14

13 thid p 130.
14 |big p 131.
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But Low then says that no rent was actually charged because in the

early days of British rule the ‘mass of the emigrant population’ was so
‘pressed’ that they did not produce a surplus. The kindly British
government did not charge a rent because the new emigrants ‘cultivated
the 1and on such conditions as would have allowed them naothing but a bare
subsistence’. Low then reverts to speaking of the very light or ‘quit rent’
the British charged when they first acquired Penang and Province
wellesley. This ‘nominal rent or quit-rent’, which was so light as not even
‘repay the cost of collection’, he says, was charged only after the 1and had
been cultivated for two years when ‘a grant in perpetuity’ was made.13
This statement by Low, that ‘grants in perpetuity’ were made,
indicate that as the chief land administrator of Province wellesley, he
bestowed grants in keeping with one of the central tenets of the
‘merchant mentality’. By the time Low wrote his book, opposition to any
sort of Ryotwari or variable tax system in favour of a Permanent
settlement was widespread throughout the Straits Settlement mercantile
community. Non-Company British merchants in the Straits, like those in
India, favoured a type of freehold, or at least the giving of land ‘grants in
perpetuity’, in imitation of the policy of Permanent Settlement in Bengal.
Even as early as his Higtaory af the disn Aresipalega,  unlike Ricarda,
Crawfurd had maintained in that the ‘amount of the tax should be
invariable and perpetual’. This preference for a ‘Permanent Settlement’
along the lines of Cornwallis’ settlement in Bengal, seems puzzling in a
man so familiar with (and so enamoured of) the writings of Ricardo and

James Mill.16 Cornwallis’ settlement had by 1820 been very publicly

15 1bid p 120, p 132,

16 we have already seen Crawfurd’s use of Ricardo. For his praise of James Mill, see
Crawfurd’'s A/séor 111, pp 52-53 and his 1837 pamphlet & &kedch ar the Carmmearcis?
KESOUrees 600 11anatl 81y snd Mercontile Systam of British ingie, with KUggesitans ror their
LIDITrYEITIANL, Lt 18815 0F BEHK TG Etat]istiment s p 262
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condemned {especially by James Mill) for providing very nicely for the

tandlord zandimars at the expense of the Company’s revenue.1?

Perhaps the answer to the puzzle lies in the fact that Crawfurd in
1820 was already identifying less with the East india Company and more
with the projected ‘European’ colonizers he and Low envisaged (and
allowed) as landowners. Cornwallis’ permanent settlement offered the
nearest Asian equivalent to English ‘freehold’ 1and titles. According to
Stokes, non-Company British merchants in India and London wanted
freehold in the land not just to alleviate the tax burden on the ryot, but
also on themselves as future colonizers: ‘One of [their] chief objects..was
to reduce the complexities of Indian land tenures to the simple reiations
of landlord and tenant, so that Europeans could purchase land in
freehald..”. The vision of themselves as a (European) part of an indian land
owning class perhaps led to the

demand of the mercantile community... for a revenue system which
would impose no more than a light permanent assessment on the
s0il, instead of the punitive fluctuating assessments that the

Company practised outside the Bengal territories.18

According to Stokes: ‘the principles of Cornwallis’s settlement of
the land revenue appeared to the mercantile community to be absolutely
correct.” The principles particularly favoured by British merchants in
India were "the permanent and known limitation on the State demand and
the conferring of a freely available alienable private property right’. This
complied with their desire to limit State (that is, Company) interference

17 James Mill’s History of 8ritish /ngisdevoted 200 pages to a condemnation of the
permanent settlement with the zamindars. See Stein G & TN FOlIcy In Aritish ingisp 1.

'8 Stokes ThefnglisniRiiiteriersend indis pp 41-42,
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and taxes. The merchants also favoured ‘the subardination of a1l landed

rights to the sole authority of the courts of [British] law’ rather than
separate ‘native’ courts or the jurisdiction of Company officials.!9

This may be one of the reasons for Low’s confusion over “what -
could-have-happened’ with "what-actualliy-did-happen’. Low is trying to
fit into a smooth narrative of overarching ‘rational’ economic laws,
events which were beyond the control of his administration (or in which
he was complicit20 ) and which were riven by conflicting interests which
had very little to do with the ‘science’ of political economy. The
administrations of Penang, Malacca and Singapore all had problems with
land tenure and revenue. Recalcitrant land occupiers refused to sesk
formal title to their lands to avoid paying rent to the government.
European, Malaysian and Chinese cultivators and landholders were united
in their dislike of the government’s efforts to raise a revenue from the
land.21

A brief look at a Singspare Free Fressarticle published in 1837
shows the sort of opposition with which the Indian government had to
dedl, when it tried to introduce a ‘ryotwari’ land-tax in the Straits.
Published the year after Low’s book, the article went much further than
Low in its arguments as to why the British government could not impose a
land-tax. Rather than citing the poverty of ryots or their unfamiliarity
with British law, the newspaper article questioned the very legal basis of
the East India Company to collect land revenue. It implied that since

19ibigp 61.
20 nig possible complicity will be elaborated upon at the end of this chapier

21 P.J. Beghie 7hereiaysn Feninsule(1834) Reprint’s Introduction by D. Banerjee (Kuala
Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1967) and James Lornie ‘Land Tenure’ in W. Makepeace,
G. Brooke and R. St J. Braddell {eds) &ne Hungred Vesrs ar Singapore Seing Some Accawit af
THeLEnFls] af e Siraits Saltlemant s 1ram its Foundetion Ll S SIS ara Rervies on the 51
Felrusty 1818 to the 6514 Felruary 12/89(London: John Murray 1921) pp 301 - 314.
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Singapore and Penang had been started ‘fram scratch’ by the British, then

there could be no #/wes7. If no land had been cultivated before British
occupation, how could the British acquire preexisting revenue-collecting
rights? The article hinted that if the directors of the Company knew
economic theory better they would see that Singapore was not like India:

The Court of Directors have not generally been considered sound
economists - but it was surely a most extraordinary notion to set
out with in regard to Singapore, which came into our hands an
unpeopled expanse of dense jungle, that the state should retain in

1ts hands the profits of the landlord.. 22

The dubious legal right of the Company to a land tax is further undermined
by its dubious maral right. Its delusion that it inherited the status of
landiord is compounded by its ‘only grant[ing] leases to the cultivator of
the soil upon such conditions as would put the former’, the Company, ‘at
the end of a comparatively inconsiderable term, in unconditional
possession of the tenant’s improvements, carried out at considerable risk
and under an annual rent of 5 rupees an acre...”.

The moral legitimacy gained by ‘improving’ the land and the people is
lost by the Company’s actions: “When the state would reserve to itself
such a power over the improvements of the cultivator, agricultural
speculation is checked in the bud..’ The Company not only ignores the
imperative to ‘improvement’ on which, the articie implies, the moral right
of British colonialism stands, but also ighores the fundamental truth of
‘self-interest” discovered by political economy: ‘such a system is at the
same time ..hostile to improvement” and ‘in disregard of some of the most

22 Singspore Free Fress, 30 November, 1837,
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obvious principles of our nature, removing as it does the strongest

stimulus to exertion, by shewing the final result of any undertaking,
however successfully prosecuted ..to be utterly uncertain and

precarious..”. 23

LAND TENURE IN PENANG AND SINGAPORE

The administrations of Penang, Malacca and Singapore all had
problems with land tenure and revenue. Land holders refused to seek
formal title to their lands to avoid paying rent to the government. In the
case of some officials like Low, it seems that, being 1andholders
themselves, they may have had some suympathy with the cultivators’ and
landholders’ dislike of the Company’s efforts to raise a revenue from the
land. However it was not simply the official or administrator ‘on the spot’
who was the cause of the ‘1and problems’ experienced in all three colonies.
The problems often started with the Indian government. All three
settlements at their foundation, suffered from an early lack of interest by
the Indian government resulting in insufficient guidelines and verbal or
vaguely written land grants being issued.24

When Penang and Singapore were initially founded land was

23 Singepore Free Fress, 30 November, 1837,

24 For example befare Francis Light came to Penang, he wrote to the Governor-General at
the time, Sir John Macpherson, predicting that if people came from Malacca and India to the
new British settlement on Penang it “will be necessary to grant them a portionof land’. To
this he received the vague and brief reply: ‘That would be proper’. Light wrote again to the
Governor General for more definite instructions and was told to ‘use his discretion’. Light did
use hisdiscretionand in the absence of any 1ega? instructions or forms, he gave verbal
permission forclearing and occupying tand, promising settlers that written titles wouldbe
given in the future. In 1788, Light made a Public Declaration ‘that every person settling and
clearing 1and on Penang became thereby virtually possessed of a property in the soil to A4z
ang bis heirs for eyver’ indicating perpetuity. This approximation of Cormwallis’ permanent
settlement of Bengal led to problems whenattempts were made to change the land systems
on the island. Written grants were finally given out from 1789, after three years of
unregistered land appropriation. Lee Chye Hooi “The Penang Land Problem, 1786-1814
{(Unpublished thesis, University of Malaya, Singapore: 1957) pp 3-4.
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considered merely an adjunct to their commercial aims. Land and its

agricultural produce were barely considered except as a way of sustaining
both places as trading ports. This was compounded by the low priority and
low levels of funding given by the Bengal government to their Southeast
Asian calonies. In all his nine years of office, the founder and
administrator of Penang, Francis Light, onhly issued 28 grants. Before a
written title could be given the land had to be measured and surveyed.
Since Light’s land department consisted only of himself and a "native land
measurer’, it was impossible for them to issue titles to all those who

cleared land during this time.25

The low priority given by the Benga) government to their Southeast
Asia colonies also resulted in a population of unlicensed European
settlers. By the 1790s there were already a number of European colonists
in Penang without licences from the East Indis Company. Light, like 1ater
Straits Settlements administrators, allowed Europeans to hoid land in
defiance of the East India Company’s restrictions on Europeans’ holding
land in greater "India’. Crawfurd boasted that in the ‘first eight years of
the history of the settlement [of Singapore], no restraints or condition
whatever was put upon the settlement and colonization of Englishmen’ and
‘no licence was demanded and they were permitted to own property in the
land, upon terms as liberal and easy as can be supposed in any new settled

country.’?6 In Penang and Province Wellesley Low also spoke of the

23 |n 1790 Light tried to overcome the problem caused by perpetual grants and instead
issued provisional titles called ‘Measurement Papers’. These documents merely gave the
measurements and boundaries of the 1and cleared. They did not mention perpetual proprietary
right or any rent, not even a quit rent. Nor were they meant to be legally binding. However
in the absence of any more formal 1and grants, they were treated by the courts as iegal
titles with the ensuing toss of revenue to the government. The existence of such estates
without alegal, written title was to prove a source of trouble forthe subsequent Governors
of Penang. Lee "The Penang Land Problem’. See p 8, p 28, pp 36-37, p 38, pp 50-51.

28 Crawfurd Jownesl of &7 Embessy ia 5ismp 553,
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unlicensed Eurcpean colonization that had taken place under his

administration. European colonization he says “in a confined and local
sense ..exists already.. Europeans, it appears may settle’ in Penang
‘without a license’. But while he admitted ‘a license is required to settle
in” Province wellesiey he added: "Many Europeans nevertheless are
proprietors of land in that Province’ without it seeming to occur to him
that, perhaps as the Company’s administrator there, he should take some
steps to stop it.27

While restrictions on European settlers were enforced in fndia, the
Compeny’s holdings in Southeast Asia were too remote and insignificant
to attract this sort of attention for the first decades of the nineteenth
century.28 The result was that large estates were accumulated in the
hands of a few individuals, mainly wealthy British merchant-capitalists
such as James Scott on Penang and the Batu Kawan Chinese settlers in
Province Wellesley. ‘Improvement’ was not pursued under these conditions.
Most of these large landowners lacked the means or desire to cultivate
every acre of land they owned. Light’s early land grants did not have a
cultivation clause inserted into them. Later administrators inserted a
cultivation clause into their 1and grants stipulating that lands must be
cultivated within a given number of years, otherwise they would revert to
the government. But such a clause could only be enforced if existing

27 Low fissartation pp 129-130.

28 The Act of 33rd. Geo 3. restricting European settlemeant within the Company’s ‘indian’
holdings {including Southeast Asia) was, according to Lee, an‘Act pureiy to safeguard the
Company against any commercial rivalry ...the reference to uniicensed persons was directed
only to traders, merchants, trading vessels and the like’. According to Gegbie ‘the three
British settlements of Singapore, Malacca and Pinang’ in the early days of British
occupation, exhibited a “unity of policy”: they all suffered from laxity regrading land
tenures and a resulting 1oss of revenue, as well as unlicensed European settlers. Lee ‘The
Penang Land Problem’ p 51;V.W. Purcell £ariy Fansng(Penang: the Pinang Gazette Press,
1928) pp 135-136 . P.J. Beghie Thelislayen Fanlnsuie(1834, Kuala Lumpur: Oxford
University Press, 1967} p 348 .
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‘landowners’ applied for these grants in the first place.

The main problem facing Light and &)1 subsequent rulers of Penang
and Province Wellesley (as well as Singapore and Malacca) was that there
was no incentive for occupiers of land to formalise their land-hoidings. In
fact, there was a definite disincentive: if they went to the trouble of
acquiring a faormal title they had to start paying rent to the government.
with later, post-Light titles, Penang landholders alsa incurred obligations
to cultivate or else give up their uncleared land to the government, and
also some titles limited the amount of land they could own. It was
difficult for the Straits Settlement government to factor the central
tenant of political economy - seif-interest - into its 1and grants, when
the main function of these grants was to raise a revenue.

The government tried to appeal to tandholders’ self-interest by
pointing out that registration of their lands would give them greater legal
security of tenure. However most landholders found this appeal
unconvincing. lronically the ‘Lockean’ idea of property in land as the “just
deserts” of those who had added their labour to it, was used to avoid
making contracts with the government. Crawfurd claimed in later years
(about a similar drive by the Indian government to make previously exempt
Bengal properties pay a land-tax) that the government’s pretence ‘not to
get maney for the treasury, but to give the landholder stability of title’
convinced nobody: "do men submit their title-deeds for verification to the
very party ..armed.. with the discretionary power to seize upon #ine-
rart/s of the whole value of the estates?’ Crawfurd advised the
government to be “frank’ about its ‘fiscal object, of which it alone, it is
well understood to be in keen pursuit, than to assume sympathy for
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which no one will give it credit’.2% Raffles’ earlier arguments regarding

the Javanese, that the government could simultaneously raise both the
people and its revenue, were not believed when the ‘people’ included
English Tand-holders.

Raising revenue was & major concern of the East India Company in
its Southeast Asian colonies which it constantly ran at a loss. The Penang
government, for example, was constantly asked by the East India Company,
almost from the moment of its foundation, to raise more revenue. In 1826
the need became more pressing still when Penang reverted to a free port
and lost one of its major sources of revenue in port and harbour duties.
Land became one of the few legitimate ways the Company could raise
revenue,

Sterner measures were taken by an ex-Madras officer, Fullerton,
who became Governor of the Straits Settlements in 1624 Fullerton tried
hard to force landowners to apply for formal leases. He strengthened the
police force and employed a company of sepoys to enforce the
government’s attempts to raise revenue. But his efforts were frustrated
by the Straits Settlements’ ‘Recorder’s courts’ {(which dealt with land
matters) continually finding in favour of the landholders. In 1829 the
court found in favour of a Penang farmer, Mahood, who claimed he did not
understand that he would be paying an increased rent of fifty cents when
he signed his name to a short-term government lease (rather than twenty
cents for & perpetual lease). Following Mahood’s celebrated win, a large
group of landholdetrs ‘refused en bloc to pay their rent to the

government’.30

29 Crawfurd 4nA0088) fram the Inhabitents ar British ngis ta the wstice of the Feapie of
England: & Fapulsr Inguiry into the Greration af the Suelam af TaXeiron in Brilish /ndis
{London, 1839) pp 45-46.

30 Lea 'The Penang Land Problem’ p 37.
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In his minute of February 1827 regarding land, Fullerton deplored the

manner, by which his predecessors had disposed of lands, at a naminal fee
with no substantial land tax. He recognised the need in the past to
encourage the increase in settlers and cultivation. But if this policy was
maintained, he said, government would be deprived of a share in increased
cultivation and prosperity while administrative expense would
correspondingly rise. Fullerton regretted that in Penang lands were heid by
simpte grants handed to the original proprietors, and that in Singapore,
l1and had been alienated at a fixed rent for 15 to 999 years. This was in
effect equivalent to a permanent grant and, as Fullerton put it, ‘s
complete sacrifice of future government interests’. Future benafits, he
warned, would have to be tapped by the Government in the form of a land

revenuye. 31

MALACCA

The situation in Malacca was complicated by the Malay and Dutch

Tegal systems which had preceded the British.32 when Malacca was ceded
Lo the British in 1825 a Malay land tenure system was in place that
decreed that a1l land was the property of the Raja and that any inhabitant
could create a proprietary right to land by continuous occupstion on a

21 Fullerton’s Minute 22 Febuary 1827 Straits Settiements Records, (A.20) and 31 March
1826 Straits Settlements Records (4. 51), Monash University.

32 The Portuguese had also occupied Malacca before the British (151 1-1641) but had little
effact on British Tand law there. Originally a Malay settiement, Malacca was held by the
Dutch from 1641 to 1795. From 1795 to 1818 Malacca was under British military
occupation. Then the Dutch regained Malacca until 1825 when it againreverted to the British
under the terms of the Anglo-Dutch treaty. it seems that during theirmilitary occupation
from 1795 to 1818 the British did not tamper with tand systems except to remove the Dutch
restriction onpadi cultivation. Stephen Samuel Dhoratsingam “Robert Fullerton, Governor of
the Straits Settlements, 1824 - 1830’ (Unpublished thesis, University of Malaya,
Singapore, 1961) p 23.
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patch of cleared forest or waste land so long as the paddy fields were not

abandoned for more than three seasons and there were fruit trees in the
orchard. The cultivator had to give one-tenth of the produce of the land to
the Raja and he had to preform an undefined amount of forced labour. if the
tenant observed these conditions he could not be evicted 33

After the British government took over the position of the Raja, it
was found that the Dutch proprietors, who had been given land by the
previous Dutch administration, took the Raja’s tenth. Most of them were
absentee landlords who appointed a Fenglidis ar headman, to look after
their lands and collect the tenth; or, it was claimed, they hired out their
right to the “collect the tithe to Chinese towkays who did not miss any
opportunity to exploit the Malay cultivator’ .34 These Chinese reyvenue
farmers were regarded by Fullerton as pernicious and undermining British
control of the island. He decided to buy back the 1and from the Dutch
proprietors for an annual compensation. In June 1828 a land Regulation
was passed declaring Government the sole owner of all 1and - clesred,
forest and waste land - and also entitled to one tenth of the produce of all
Cultivated land. Title deeds were to be given to all cultivators as soon as

8 survey was complete. 35

In the following years these land regulations were refined in the
direction of the village settlements of British India. Under Regulation I¥
of 1830, the tax of each district was to be collected by its Penghulu who

33 Christine De Silva ‘British Malacca: 1624 - 1867 (Unpublished thesis, University of
Malaya, Singapore, 1961) p 41.

34 |hid p 42.
35 Ibid p 43,
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became revenue officers under the supervision of the Land Department. 36

However the new land rules were not a success. The ‘native cultivator’
was still adverse to putting his signature on the title deed because "he
wanted to evade payment of the rent’37 According to E.A. Blundell who
served many years at Malacca and eventually became Governor of the
Straits Settlements, the tenants ‘evinced the greatest reluctance to affix
their signatures’. To “overcome this reluctance and to induce a general
signing” the Residents and Assistants “exhausted’.. ‘all the principles of
political economy... in endeavouring to explain the advantages of the
system, but in many parts without success’. All their ‘Threats, coaxings

and explanations” according to Blundell, failed to overcome ‘an obstinate

determination evinced not to sign these legal papers’ 38

THE NANING WAR AND THE MERCHANTS’ ECONOMY OF LAND

As in India, land revenue drew the British into war in Southeast
Asia. However the war the British fought over the Malaccan reluctance to
pay rent to the Company in the hinteriand of their island was on a much
smaller scale and deemed much less heroic then Clive or Munro’s exploits
in India. The “small Malay state’ of Naning on the island of Malacca, inland

from the port-city of Malacca, refused to pay its tenth to the Company.39
This was despite the treaty the Malay leaders of Naning had struck with

36 The Government reserved to itself the ‘full and absolute right over all waste land and
forest tands not cleared and cultivated” within living memory, or twenty years. The ryot’s
rights over the cultivated lands were declared to be “the privilege of transfer by sale, gift,
or bequest according tathe will of the holder, subject alwaysto the tenth.’L.A. Mills Gritish
Helays, /824 - S7(Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1925) p 105.

37 De Silva ‘British Malacca’ p 45, p 52.

38 Quoted in Mills Ar7zisk Malayspp 110-111. In 1843 or 1844 the Malacca Resident decided
to punish those who refused to sign by farming the collection of their tenths to the Chinese.
Ironically, that it was partiy to do away with the Chinese tax farmers that the lands had
been redeemed in 1828.

39 Crawfurd Diceransiy af Lhe lndisn /sfenasp 290,
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the Dutch in 1643 and restruck with the British during their first

occupation of Malacca in 1801, according to which they were to receive
one tenth of all produce.4 Due to the poverty of the people, the British,

like the Dutch, initially commuted the tribute to a relatively small sum4!
paid as a token of submission when the Penghulu or one of his chiefs came
to Malacca to pay his annual homage. Trouble arose when the British
reoccupied Malacca in 1825 and attempted to levy the full tenth and
enforce a land-revenue system, curtail the Penghulu’s judicial power and
buy back from the Dutch proprietars the 1and that had been given to them
under the previous administration.42

Extensive debate ensued amongst the British as to whether or not
they had the right to Tevy the tenth (based on arguments over whether or
not the Dutch considered Naning as part of Malacca territory or whether
they contented themselves with nominal suzerainty). Fullerton saw Naning
as an integral part of Malacca and the Penghulu as a glorified village
headman. The Penghulu saw himself as much more than this, and insisted
that his people did not have to pay the tenth to the Company and that the
fruits of their labour were his. Eventually the Resident of Singapore (by
this time, in charge of Malacca) wrote to the Supreme Government in India
expressing his fear that the Penghulu’s successful defiance would
ehcourage the natives of Malacca not to pay the tenth with a consequent
decrease in revenue and agricultural development and urging that Naning

be conquered without delay.43 The Supreme Government of India
gcquiesced, although it noted that the increase in revenue from such a

40 Lim Soon Tee ‘The Naning War 183 1-1832’ (Unpublished thesis, University of Malaya,
Singapore, 19597) p iv.

41 A yearty payment of 400 gantangs of rice.

42 Johnathan Cave Mening in/alaks{The Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society,
Petaling Jaya, 1990} pp 85-86; Lim ‘The Naning War’ p v.

43 Lim ‘The Naning War’ p 16.
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small, underpopulated state would probably be “worthless’ but it explained

the Company ‘cannot now recede without loss of character. ’ 44

The ensuing ‘Naning War” was short and, in financial terms,
pointless. The financial cost of the military action was high, despite the
centre of the Naning resistance falling with "ease’. Naning fell so quickly
that the Straits Settlement government did not have time to call off the
reinforcements from Madras. When the troops arrived most of them were
sent immediately back to Madras. All up ‘at the cost of 100,000 pounds the
only return was a small tract of tand which did not even gccrue & surplus
revenue’ 45

Begbie blamed the Naning War on the land revenue system comman
throughout the Straits Settlements by the 1830s, based on the reforms
introduced by Fullerton. ‘The land revenue system of the Straits’ he
summarised as ‘unfavourable to the agricultural interests’. 46 It
undermined what he thought should be the chief aim of any land revenue
system: the clearing and improvement of land. The tax imposed by
governments throughout the Straits Settlements, of one dollar per actre
far the first fifteen years (rising to three dollars for the next fifteen
years and then ten dollars) proved, he said, too much of a disincentive to
the “class of peasantry, who are able and willing to cultivate these vast
tracts of forest lands’. Since the land will not yield any return te support
‘@ man and his family’ for the first three to five years, this alone is
enough to ‘prevent a Malay attempting the undertaking.’ But, Begbie goes
on to explain: “when in addition to this.. he is called upon to pay an annual
tax of one dollar per acre for land... it would be a matter of surprise if we

44 \bid p 30.
43 Ibid p 48.
46 Begbie 7heMs/ayanFeninsuie p 384,
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found the forests disappearing under the axe’.47 Furthermore the land

legislation included a provision for eviction if the ‘quit rent fixed by the
Government and the additional tax of one tenth of the produce’ was not
paid. Although Begbie admits that this was the case under the sultans it
¥as not rigorously enforced. Now under the British, he maintains, "the
bare existence of the passibility is sufficient to paraiyse the agricuttural
industry of the natives’.

The alternative system, Begbie proffers is the now familiar one of
the Straits settlers not paying any taxes and instead being subsidised by
the East India Companuy:

If instead of extinguishing the dispasition to husbandry by this tax,
the more tiberal policy of a bonus upon all cultivated forest 1ands had
been adopted, the extensive and rich alluvial tracts ih Naning, would
have been cultivated, and the forests would have fallen under the axe

of the woodsman 48

A ‘bonus’ by the Company {above and beyond the ‘bonus’ of surplus
agricultural produce which most cultivated soil was supposed to provide)
on all cleared forest land would have soon led to a ‘happy and contented
peasantry’ instead of the ‘restless and hostile population’ with which the
Company went to war. In Naning especially, property would have been able
1o weave its transforming spell: ‘each individual, having property to lose,
would have been interested in the preservation of peace’. From the purely
practical point of view of a military commander (which Begbie was), ‘no
junglie would have afforded cover to an enemy’ because of the clearing

47 |bid p 385.
48 |bid p 386.
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which would have taken place had the Company offered a bonus for it. “And

lastly’ Begbie adds, ‘the Government would have been exempted from the
ruinous expenses of a war, which was attended by no beneficial results’ 49

The Singspare Chroniciewas even more critical than Begbie of the
military assault on Naning. In an article entitled ‘The Naning Expedition’ it
supported the Naning refusal to pay a tenth to the Company and was openiy
scathing of the Company’s heavy-handed attempts to enforce revenus
payments. It inferred that arcane economic theory was at least partiy
responsibie for the ‘military operations” “We are not so sufficiently
skilled in the the art of war, or so acquainted with the pages of * 7arrens
or ' Dupdses as to form an opinion whether they were ill~conducted or
otherwise.” But in its ‘review [of] the grounds upon which the War was
undertaken® it also went back to the reforms introduced by Fullerton.

The newspaper article is worth looking at in detail for the way it
exemplifies a continuation of the genre of “liberal heroics’ which we
looked at in eartier chapters. The palicies of Fullerton, whose name is
picked out in capitals throughout the article, are depicted as the
unwelcome intrusion of expensive government bureaucracy into the

Straits.3° The description beging innocuously enough:

MR FULLERTON, who always took a great interest in Malacca,
conceived that it might be rendered a profitable possession, as an

49 |bid p 386.

30 1t was not only hisintroduction of Tand-taxes whichmade Fullerton so unpopular. Bermard
Nunnin his thumbnail sketch of Fullerton, says that his “termof office was not a particularly
auspicious one. He discouraged freedom of the Press, and, like some of his predecessars,
objected to the presence of ‘Settlers’ without licence from the East India Company. ..Mr
Fullertonalso had difficulty with the Chinese agriculturalists over aland-tax whichhe
wished to introduce, and, worse than that, he got into trouble with the Company because the
revenue of the Straits did not increase as the expenditure certainly did." Bernard Nunn ‘The
Government” in Makepeace, Brooke and Braddell {eds) {re Hundrad Years af Singaporep 82,
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agricultural district. To attain this end he was induced to enter

into a compact with the land-owners to transfer all right and title

to their 1ands, to the Company.5!

[t goes on to describe the unnecessary and expensive bureaucracy he then
set up:

On the transfer of the Tands being made to the Company ‘A Land
Department’ was established of which Mr W.T. LEWIS, Assistant
Resident at Malacca, was appointed Superintendent, with a handsome
allowance and a per-centage [sic] on the collection of the tax, to

stimulate his exertions,

The newspaper article then chastises the Company’s revenue system by
representing its collection of the tenth as an absurd caricature of
comman-sense. At the “tolls’ which it said were established at ‘every
iniet to the town.. a tenth of evergarticle of produce was rigorously
exacted.” The toll keepers were ‘so exact’ that ‘to give one instance out of
a thousand’ a poor Chinese labourer passing with a single melon, was
stopped, “and an his refusing to pay a tenth of the fruit, on the plea that he
had but @7e.. the rapacious toll-keeper cut a large slice off it and sent
the man away in all the insolence of office.’ Furthermore, the article
added, it was not possibie to ‘complain of such an affair’ and get a fair
hearing "as the Superintendent of Lands was also the sitting Police
Magistrate’. This system, it says, produced ‘general dissatisfaction

=R The Singopore Chranicia 11 November, 1831 “The Naning Expedition’ .
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throughout the whole district of Malacca’ 52

In case the reader is in doubt as to who the real villains are, the
article goes onto to ‘divulge’ personal calloushess of Fullerton and his
assistant Lewis, not previousty widely known which made ‘the system of
collecting a tenth more unpopular and odious”:

Mr FULLERTON, whilst at Malacca, last year..was advised to
introduce a new tax on fish - or rather a collection of one fish out
of every ten caught...The fishermen ..assembled before the Police
Office, to remonstrate. Such was the uproar of the formidable crowd
excited, and the "threatening aspect’ it assumed that Mr LEWIS in
order to clear a passage for himself, out of the office, struck a man,
with a Constable’s baton on the head and left him senseless and
bleeding..The wounded man was carried to Mr FULLERTON, who
resided close by, but on hearing the case he . only laughed and
ordered the man to the hospital, which kindness the friends of the

latter refused to accept.53

The “Tiberal heroics’ which we saw in a previous chapter infused
harratives of Raffles’ founding of Singapore are, in this article, inverted
to focus on the illiberal actions of government. The government is callous
and indifferent, yet interfering. Honest workers must struggle to stop this
government taking away the property they have acquired through their
iabour and from which they earn their livelihood. Fullerton and Lewis
above represent a government which will not listen to protests against its

92 Furthermore the article continued, in its first year, the accounts showed that the Land
Department did not increase the Company’s revenue but instead made a loss. 742 Singspore
Lanicie, 11 November, 1831 “The Naning Expedition’.

S3 7 Singapare Chranic/e 11 November, 1831 ‘The Naning Expedition’.
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greed but instead resorts to violence and then inhuman ihdifference to the

affects of that violence.

in the newspaper article the above passage is presented as a
smaller, inter-persaonal forerunner of the Naning War. The anecdote about
Fullerton and Lewis is described as “the state of affairs at Malacca before
the Expedition set out to enforce the claim of the Company to a right to
collect a tenth of the produce of Naning and to dispossess the Chief of
that district, of his lawful authority..” The article then questions the
moral authority of the British to rule over Naning. The Chief’s ‘right and
title to the government of Naning” according to the paper is ‘a right which
we [English] cannot be justified in depriving him of, by any other rule than
that which the stronger exercises over the weaker’. The Cormpany can only
shore up its ‘right’ by the use of force which is itself immoral. The
NE¥ySpaper goes on to condemn the “injustice of the invasion.{and] the
feeble pretexts which were got up on the occasion’. Many of these
‘pretexts’ it implies were made up by Fullertan, since

the Court of Directors.are too apt to depend much on the statements
of their servants at a distance.. Their total ignorance on such
contemptible matters as Malacca politics wouid lead them,without
further enquiry, to approve of whatever suggestions Mr FULLERTON
and his party might have made aon the subject, and to order the
adopticn of warlike measures ...

Rather than Company rule leading to “improved cultivation of the
country’ which would have made extraction of the surplus ‘an easy matter,
without distressing the inhabitants’ the hewspaper condemns the tithe as
‘a pretext to devastate a defencelass district * The “tithe’, it explains,
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“involved us in a useless and expensive war which by its conseguences

must depopulate and ruin the whole countryl’.34 After the war, another
Singapore newspaper article also condemned the Naning War in retrospect,
although it stressed the violated rights of the ‘European proprietors’ who
1t says had "the privilege of levying one-tenth of the produce of the lands,
which they iet out; and in 1828 this privilege was transferred to the
Government by the Tand helders in exchange for a specified annuity...
precluding of course all power of absolute sale’SS Perhaps not
surprisingly, both newspapers saw the collection of the ‘tenth’ by private,
European landowners as being much more benign than that practised by the
government.

CRAWFURD AND TAXES

The English-language newspapers in the Straits Settlements were
representative of their readers, the European, mainly British, merchants
in the Straits who were free traders in practice as well as theory. Their
ideology of free trade, as we have seen in earlier chapters, included
amongst its aims strenuous and often successful attempts to avoid paying
any kind of government impost. So it is perhaps to be expected that the
merchants, who did not want to pay land revenue themselves, supported
the Fenghulu and the people of Naning who resisted the Company’s
attempts to raise a lend-revenue. Some of the most sophisticated
arguments against land-taxes to appear in these hewspapers came from
Lrawfurd who, from London, argued on the marchants’ behalf. Through the
mouthpiece of the English language newspapers in the Straits, he provided
his merchant constituency with arguments against those of an Indian

>4 7he Singapara Chranicla 11 November, 1831 ‘The Naning Expedition’.
93 Singepore Free Fress, 11 October, 1838 ‘The Land Regulations’.
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administration well-versed in political economy.?% Smith, Mill, Malthus

and Ricardo were used and modified by Crawfurd to justify the Straits
Settlemants’ aversion to paying a land tax.

The turning point in Crawfurd’s attitudes towards land
administration seems to have come when he was Resident of Singapore in
the early 1820s. During that time he routinely ignored Raffles’
instructions from Bencoolen and granted land on 999 year leases and, as
we have seen, farmed out gaming licences as a way of raising revenue.
After Crawfurd’s residency, gaming and gaming farms in Singapore were
prohibited. Crawfurd however regarded this as a mistake. Years later, in
an 1838 Singgpare Free Frassarticle, he advised that ‘instead of seeking
doubtful sources of revenue, my recommendation to the Gavernment is to

restore the tax on gaming’.57

The "doubtful sources of revenue’ against which Crawfurd argued in
this article were land-taxes and in particular the latest land regulations
proposed by the Indian Government in 1838 in the hope of finally realising
land revenue in the Straits. His advice to restore g gaming-tax cames at

36 Singapore newspapers regularly reported on Crawfurd’s activities, inciuding his
criticismeof the East

India Company and his representation of their interests before Farliamentary committees or
quoted his writings. See for example Tha Singapore Crranic/e 30 November, 1837; 1
February, 1827; 12 April, 1827, 16 august, 1827; 25 September, 1828; Supplement to the
Srnganare Ehranicle 4 November, 1830; and Tﬁeé‘;}?g&mmfreeﬁmss 20 November, 1837,
For an example of their appreciation of Crawfurd’s role as a promoter af Singapore see 74
SXRGEI e LA cie S February, 1827, which refutes a Calcutta newspaper’s claim that
the ‘commercial advantages’ of the Straits Settiements ‘have been greatly exaggerated by
Crawfurd’. For an example of how Crawfurd cbviously kept them informed of his activities
on their behalf, see 74z Singapora Free Fress 26 April 1864 which features a letter from
Crawfurd containing a memorandum ‘an the subject of the duty of Pepper [he] lately
submitted to the Chancellorof the Exchequer’ relaying “the plaint of the Merchants of
Singapore, Pinang and Malacca’. An indication of how Crawfurd’s particular brand of political
economy was disseminated among the Britishmerchants in the Straits Settlements can be
seenby the article’s inclusion of his argument from the mema detailing how ‘the Duty on
Pepper cannot be defended on any econemic principles’.

37 The Singapere Frae Frass 11 October 1836,
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the end of a long argument against these new land-regulations in which

he uses the categories of political gconomy such as a "surplus’ and
‘capital’ to show that they either do not apply or have to be reconfigured
in the Southeast Asien context. As the editorial comment on his letter
says, the new land requiations have already ‘given rise to so much
discussion’ but “in the hands of Mr Crawfurd’ they ‘undergo’ a much ‘mare
searching analysis than we have before seen them subjected to...”.S8
Crawfurd’s 1838 Singapore Frees Frassarticle on ‘Land Regulations’
taken together with his three other polemics against East India Company
taxes which he published in 1828 and 1839 and the evidence he gave
before a Parliamentary Committee of 1848 let us piece together the
political economy of land he developed after he moved away from the
basic agreement with Ricardian rental theory we saw expressed in his
Histery Although his three polemics were written mainly on behalf of his
Caicutta constituency end although they addressed taxes in India rather
than Southeast Asia, they contained many of the same arguments {or
elabarations on them) as his SIngaaere Free Fressarticle. They include his
1828 pamphlet 47 dpnesi to Engiend sgsinst the New 1ndisn Sl At
his “anonymous’ review of that pamphlet, “Indian Taxation of Englishmen’,
published later in the same year in the Lainbirgh Feviens9 and his 1839
pamphlet dr damesi fram the inbebiients & FyTUISh fngie o the Lustice af

98 The Singapora Free Frass 11 October 1838,

29 The Lginbirgireview of da Apneer.. EgeInst the New Indisn Stamp Aot was definitely
written by Crawfurd. it has his distinctive flery idiom, indignant sarcasm, used Straits
Settlementsexamples and elaborated upon the arguments he hadused in his original pamphlet,
(It is also attributed to Crawfurd by W. A Copingerin Fitlingrapiia 2he Airthorsie af the
First Hungrad Muanbars in e EGintgh Raviaw: p 41). Crawfurd cleverly tried to hide his
identity by lavishing praise on his own authorship in the third person. For example he
compliments the “ingenious and able auther’ of ‘this able and acute pamphlet’ for ‘his
luminous reasonings’ and recommends ‘his very agreeable and instructive pages’ to the
reader. Crawfurd “Indian Texation of Englishmen’ Fhe £dinburgt Reyviaw January- May,

1828, vol XLVII, no XCII1, p 163, p 134, p 184,
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e Feapie af £nglend: & Faniier HGUir Inte the Goerelion af the Guistan

af Faxation in Srilish india We shall briefly took at the points of
similarity in these publications’ arguments and those he presented to
Parliament in 1848 against the East India Company’s taxes.

Crawfurd’s arguments against Company taxes can be broadly divided
into economic, legal and moral arguments. He employs economic arguments
to show that ‘Our Indian statesman have ho respect... for Adam Smith {(an
ancient enemy), nor for Ricardo - nor for McCulloch’.60 The special quality
attributed to 1and in the discourse of political economy - to give back
more produce than is necessary to sustain the labour and capital put into
it - Crawfurd argues, is missing in Southeast Asia. Crawfurd does not use
the part of the #des/is of Metianswhere Smith argues that rent comes
about from the growth of public property but instead uses Smith’s
arguments for the absence of rent in new colonies. Crawfurd’s Southeast
Asia is like Smith’s and Locke’s “America’ in that there is too much land
and too few people for rent to be extracted. 4s he said to Parliament in
1848, 1and-taxes should not be applied in the “thinly peopled islands of the
Archipelago and nearby countries’6! In his 1556 LDIctianary ar the lndisn
Arehipelege Crawfurd begins his entry on ‘Tenure of Land’ by flatiy
declaring that in under populated Southeast Asia ‘no real, or theoretic
rent exists and the only value of the land is derived from the 1abour

invested’ in it 62

60 Crawfurd ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’ p 143. The elevation of his friend McCulloch to
the same league as Smith and Ricardois repeated inhis 4z danes’ from the inkabiisnisor
Lritish Ingie 1o the stice of the Fegnla af Lthglend: 8Fagpuiar ingiiny inte the Onaration of
the Systam ar Texstian inBritish ingislhereatier Appasl. (ngiiry inla Faxstian in British
e p 18.

61 Parliamentary Committee of 1848, British Sessional Papers, 1847-8, vol ix, pp 357-
364, Question 4140,

52 with the exception of the ‘populous islands of Java, Bali, Lomboc, and a few parts of the
Philippines’ . Crawfurd Dictiarery p 429.
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Atcording to Crawfurd, British colonies in Southeast Asia are like

Locke and Smith’s (pre-colonial) America in that they are always virgin
territory. The idea that the relative fertilities of different lands on which
the difference between the worst and best lands determines the rent of
the best lands, does not come into piay. In the Straits Settlements, all
lands are equally bad, all are perpetually marginal. In the Singarare Frea
Fressarticle he claims that growing crops in Straits Settiement soil does
not produce a surplus:

nearly its whale value is derived from the labour and capital of
the occupant. In its wild state it has no more useful value than
the surrounding air or water. Its timber is for the most part
useless; it has no game that bears a value, and not a part of it
that is fit for pasture.

Instead, like ather productions, input equails output, with only what should
be left as profits or wages available ta tax: “What will be exacted by the
Government, then, under the name of rent will in reality be a real tax on
the capital invested in the improvement of the soil and nathing else’ 63
The assumption underlying a Tand-tax - that it was somehow easier
(or less of a disincentive) to extract a surplus from cultivating the soil
than from other economic activities and that the surpius really was a
‘free’ gift from God or nature - is made clear by Crawfurd’s arguments
showing how the Straits Settlements are the exception to this rule. He
lists the improvements made by the Straits cultivator, which since they
include "tilling’ include practically every activity involved in cultivation.
Nevertheless, according to Crawfurd, it would be as unthinkable to tax

63 74 Singspore Free Fress. 11 October 1838,
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these "improvements’ as it would be to tax other economic activities such

as manufacturing or trade:

whether value be conferred on the land by the expensive process of
clearing, by tilling, by manuring {indispensable in so poor a soil) by
draining, by works of irrigation, by building, or by expensive
plantation it is alike effected by the private capital of the
occupant. | can discover therefore no more excusable ground far
taxing capital so invested than for taxing a similar investment in

warehouses, or manufactures or shipping...64

Profits and capital should be 1eft untouched in the name of “improvement’,
Any apparent surplus that Straits Settlement land does produce cannot be
separated out from the labour or capital invested in it or the profits it
produces. And a tax on these would amount to a tax on “improvement’ and

s0 would discourage industry and investment:

A tax on the rent of the land cannot be levied for the plain reasan
that rent itself in its proper sense does not exist. Any impost or
assessment an the land fecessa iy proves a tax on the capital
ihvested in its improvement and a varisble impost must
necessariiy be proportional to the extent of the funds, skill and

ihdustry so expended.65

In India Crawfurd also questions the existence of a "surplus’, calling

84 74e Singspore Free Fress 11 October 1838,
65 7hs Singspore Free Frass, 11 October 1838,
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the Company’s surplus there "delusional’ ar fictitious.66 But rather than

being caused by poor soils as in the Straits, Crawfurd blames the lack of
surplus in india on over-taxing and lack of investment by the Company or
the lack of advancement of the ryots.The Compeany over-taxes the land,
taking far more than political economy deems to be ‘strictly rent’. This
waorks against the natural progress of opulence. The Company takes almost
‘half the gross produce as rent’. It pretends to leave a ‘fund’ with the
Cultivator for "the improvement of the country’ but since it is only “five or
six per cent of the gross produce’ Crawfurd pronounces it “a sum wholly
inadequate to the improvement of the land, even if it really were rent’.67
While the ryot is 1eft with no funds for improvemeant, the Company is
not interested in spending what it has coliected on improvement either.
Crawfurd argues that the Company’s expenditure on improvements in India
does not equal the ‘annual outlay in improvements, fences, and farm-
buildings, by the 1andlaords of the smaliest county in England’ 68 Nor can
good governance justify their excessive taxes. Far from ‘the public
prosperity’ warranting ‘the augmentation’ of the land-tax until it was
"twice as much under the British as it had been under the Mughal
Emperors’, British revenue-collection has resulted in ‘the greatest famine
on record” in India.6% The ‘incompatibility of the two functions of
sovereign and trader’, "so long ago pronounced unavoidable by Adam Smith’
is made even worse in Crawfurd’s eyes by the way ‘surplus revenue’ is not
remitted by the Company as ‘taxes in proportion’ but instead swept off as
‘tribute... appropriated to the tonquerors’ into the ‘British Exchequer or as

66 Crawfurd in ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’ calls the surplus ‘delusional’ onp 162 and p
169 and claims the Company administrators ‘gutl the nationwith promisesof surplus
revenue’ on p 171,

67 darasl. inquiry inta Taxetion in Britise indisp 17,
68 |bid p 52.
69 1bid p 8.
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* sheres.to the Company’ in England.70

Unlike the specific gambling or opium taxes Crawfurd suggests be
substituted for 1and-taxes in the Straits Settlements, in the Indian
context he suggests a permanent settlement with the vague promise that
this will 1ead to ‘prosperity’ and therefore increased taxes; for eventuaily
a country which has ‘wealth possesses of course, the material of taxes’ .71
He does suggest a number of areas where the Company could achieve the
equivalent of an increase in revenue by cutting its expenditure, beginning
with the “little presidency’ based on Penang and extending over Malacca
and Singapore ‘established in the Straits of Malacca consisting of two
islets and a small barren tract on the peninsula’ which were unnecessarily
‘exalted into a territorial government’.72 He even recommends that savings
be made by taking the port of Calcutta ‘out of the prodigal management of
the Company’ and consigning it to the management of his constituency, the
merchants.?3 The Company, he suggests, should ask the private merchants
of Calcutta for advice on how to improve their finances. But he warns "We
must have no sovereign swaggering on such an occasion - ho more lectures
on Political Economy or against it, to persuade a class of men,

70 Crawfurd Sz dgpas? 1o Fnglend Ageinst thaNew: lngian S1empAct, with Some
Obsarvalions o the Condition af British Subjects in Colcut te linder the Govarmment of the
Fest ingre Compemy/(1828) p 22, p 33.

71 Like Smith, he thought that the ‘rent of 1and’ is the ‘chief source of revenue’ in poor or
rude countries but in proportion as countries improve in wealth andcivilization, the
proportion becomes smaller’. He also says the Company in ‘violating the rights of private
property’ is ‘destroying that public confidence which is very fountain from which springs the
prosperity that alone yields the material of taxes.” Japesl. Joguiry inta Texslian Jr British
Zndispp 29-30, p 34,

72 Crawfurd other suggestions for ‘moderate retrenchment” include reducing the salaries of
the Company’s Indian commercial agents and its opium and salt agents; using free shipping
rather than maintaining their own fleet; getting cheaper insurance and getting out of the
cotton and sandal-wood trades on which they make aloss. ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’ p
163, p 166, pp 167-165.

73 |Ipidp 112,
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distinguished for their industry and prudence, to give their money

away...”.’4 The merchants here are the ‘natural’ political economists.
Through their practical experience in trade they “instinctively’ follow
liberal principles, in comparison to the Company’s artificial and forced
reading of them. Their industry makes them better leaders and economic
managers than, as Crawfurd puts it, the 'crowd of civil functionaries’
sent to the Straits Settlements who ‘found of course nothing to do’ yet
‘drew conspicuously on the territorial revenue of India’.7s

Crawfurd’s legal arguments against Company land-taxes include, on
the broadest level, a challenge to their right to violate “the sacred rights
of private property’.7® In the case of the resumption by the Company of

untaxed lands in Bengal, he argues that: ‘No formal cession of it in the

European sense of the word, was ever made...". 77 He even goes so far as to
claim that ‘Every one of the early acquisitions of the East India Company
were the fruits of grants made by parties who either had no power or no
legitimate authority to make them’, giving the example of ‘fugitive Hindoo
princes’ (and conveniently forgetting that similar objections about
‘fugitive princes’ were made by the Dutch against the British acquisition
of Singapore).?8 But despite his doubts about the legality of these initial
grants, he argues that the permanent grants made much later by
Cornwallis should be respected. These permanent grants have become

74 \bidp 170.

7S Crawfurd ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’ p 163.

76 Crawfurd Jznasl. inguiry inta Taxetion i Brilish ingrep 3.

77 We adds “all we acquired by the edict of the Moghal Emperor was a mere capitulation, by
which the right of collecting the public revenue, ...vwas conferred upon one of the chartered,
commercial companies of our nation, and hence on the nation itself..In so far then as mere
tegal title is concerned, the swordexcepted, we hold our possession by prescriptionalone -
by that right which we coolly refuse to our subjects, the rightful owners of thesoil”.
ABRABT JRgUT Tl G TaNE TG I Sritish indiep 4.

T8 dpnanl inguiry inta Taxation in British indisp 44.
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private property. He questions the legality of ‘ransacking’ Cornwallis’

land-tities, just four generations after they had been bestawed on a
permanent basis.?9

Crawfurd’s other main legal argument is that the Company has no
jurisdiction over the people it is trying to tax. In complete contrast ta his
earlier advocacy of outright conquest in his A/séaryas more
straightforward and Teading to greater mixing of the races (which we
briefly considered in chapter three), he now considers ‘peaceabie cession’
better because “whenever Englishmen settle in an unoccupied country, or
in a district ceded by a foreign power... they carry with them the laws of
England. This is an established maxim of our constitution’.80 Calcutta,
Madras, Bombay, Penang, Singapore and Malacca he says are 'British
colonies ..created by British enterprise, - always governed by British law,
obtained at first by voluntary cession... the sovereignty in them has
always belonged indisputably to the Crown and people of Great Britain.’

we have already seen how in Penang, the Company had no power over
the ‘Recorders’ Courts” and how these courts were constantly finding
against it in cases such as the one involving the landholder Mahood. Calied
‘King’s Courts® by Crawfurd - although he acknowledges they were also
called 'Recorders Courts’ and ‘Supreme Courts’8! - he lists the inhabitants
of the "British cotonies” of Calcutta, Madras, Bombay, Penang, Singapore
and Malacca as under their jurisdiction®2, saying that they defend the
‘immunities and privileges of British subjects’ against the Company’s
‘despotic rule’, including their right to hald land and not be taxed on it

7S1hidp 28.
80 Crawfurd 'Indian Taxation of Englishmen’ p 171, p 172,
81 |bid p 173.
82 |bid p 160.
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{without representation).83 According to Crawfurd ‘British-born subjects

are permitted to hold lends within the special jurisdiction af the King's
Courts but nowhere elge’ 84

Crawfurd’s ‘moral” arguments against the Company echo Raffles’
eartier concern that the Company justify itself against public opprobrium
by the ongoing act of good governance. Like Raffles, in his Sutsisnce ar &
Himte, Crawfurd assumes that the East India Company wants moral
legitimacy to ‘rescue them from the odium of being complained against to
Parliament and the nation, for acts of doubtful legality and of obvious
oppression and impolicy’.ss However, unlike Raffles, Crawfurd is far more
specific about what the Company should do to gain this moral legitimacy.
The Company must cease ‘to take, more from the body of the people than
was necessary for its good government’.86 It should stop imposing taxes
merely “to maintain an unconstitutional government in its course of
prodigality and extravagance’ and instead begin to spend its revenue on
public “improvements’. It should no longer “lavish’ the ‘ample territorial
revenue’ on propping up its ‘miserable monopoly-trade’ but instead spend
it “on the administration of justice [and] of police, in the promotion of
education, in useful public warks and other obvious improvements ‘87

For Crawfurd, the East |ndia Company undermined its moral

83Hecalls on the British Parliament to resume the ‘power which is now claimed’ by the
Company ‘of taxing British subjects, who are deprived from their situstion, of all other
legitimate representation’. ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’, pp 180-181.

84 Crawfurd ‘Indian Taxstion of Englishmen’, p 159; Crawfurd saras’ tefngiand Ageinst the
New tngran Stang Actp 30.

83 \bid pp 170-171.

86 Ibid pp 143-144,

87 Ibid p 162, p 165. Although he told Parliament in 1848 he did not ‘expect any
improvements from the Government if they were the sole proprietor’ in India. Rather he

thought improvements were more likely to come from ‘private proprietors’ Question 41 33,
Parliamentary Committee of 1848, British Sessional Fapers, 1847-8, vol ix, pp 357-364.
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legitimacy not only by failing to spend its revenue on “improvements’ but

also by the very mode of collection. Like Raffles in his Sutstence ar &
Hinrstg Crawfurd passed moral judgment on the way the land-tax was
gssessed and collected. However, untike Raffles who found virtue in a
ryotwari system of assessment and collection (or a village-based variant
of it), Crawfurd found the same system iniquitous. it was expensive and
intrusive, requiring ‘crowds of revenue officers to make an arbitrary
assessment of the land, covering the face of it like a crowd of locusts’ 88
He complained that, "To the evil of heavy taxation is added the equally
heavy scourge of the cloud of revenue officers employed to assess and
collect it’. He likens periodic assessments to the ‘inquisition’ and ‘a
species of star chamber proceeding by which bands of revenue officers are
let Toose an society for the express purpose of calling titles in question
and seizing private property in order to fill the public coffers’ .89
Lrawfurd constantly privileged the ‘sacred rights of private
property” over the ‘public’ rights of the Company.8° As he said in his 1838
Lingapore Frag Fressarticle ‘a variable land tax’ necessitated a ‘s rigid
scrutiny into private affairs of frequent occurrence and is both offensive
and pernicious’.9! Even when he was temporarily reconciled to Ricardian
principles in 1848, when the Parliamentary Committee put the question to
him: "It is the mode of collecting the rent, and not the rent itself, that you
object to?’, Crawfurd answered ‘it is the mode of collecting rent | object

88 Crawfurd ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’, p 159.

B9 dnpesl. foguiry into Texstion i British indisn 17,p 23, p 42.
90 bid p 3.

91 7re Singspore Frea Frass 11 October 1838,
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to chiefly’ 92

In the Free Fressarticle Crawfurd said the aim of the land tax was
‘to make the Government the universal Landiord, and to exclude all private
property in the Land’. This ‘scheme’ he says in the article had been shown
“to be wholly impractible twelve years ago when it was first promulgated
by the late Mr. FULLERTON’. He goes onto relate how under his
gdministration of Singapore, 999 year leases weare given out. But the
Supreme government ‘objected’ and “substituted one of 99.” This was not
lang enough for “the accupants of the land’ according to Crawfurd. They had
no incentive to improve the land for the prosperity of their heirs.
Crawfurd proclaimed his antipathy to these ‘short leases’ of hinety-nine
years and declared himself in favour of ‘permanent and perpetual grant(s]
to the soil” giving ‘a private and indefeasible right in the soil’.

For Crawfurd, revenue should come from a source other than the
land. As we have seen, he concluded in his Free Fressarticie that the

92 Stokes claims that in 1848 Crawfurd capitulated to the rental theory formulated by Mil
which justified the ryotwari system. According to Stokes, ‘Mill’s cause was won and his
opponants silenced... Even Crawfurd, who hitherto had been so bitterin his criticism of the
Indian revenue system, recanted his earlier views and gave his assent to Mill’s theory
[before the Parliamentary Committee of 1848]". while it is true that Crawfurd, in answer to
questions 4132 (Stokes” example), 41 33,4134 and 4146 by the Committee, seemed to think
in 1848 that a “surplus’ existed and, if restricted to this portion, a land-tax was the best
¥ay of raising revenue in India without harming the rest of the economy, it was far from a
complete capitulation by Crawfurd. He contradicted Mill’s notion (and his own answars) that
rent can be sequestered, with his answar to question 4157 where he explained how ‘rent [is]
the cause of the price’ of commodities. Also as we shall see, befare the same enquiry, he
still maintained that the ryotwari system is ‘pernicious’ because of the variable nature of
the taxes imposed under it and the ‘frequent periodical inquisitions’ it requires “into the the
condition of the tand and its occupants’(Q 4158 and Q 4159). Possible reasons for
Crawfurd’s more moderate tone regarding land revenue in 1848, especially in India, may
include the publication of John Stuart Mill’s Fr;}?ﬁpfesafﬁaf;?f:&ffmmmythat year in
which the older Mill’s rental theories were argued for in a way that may have convinced
Crawfurd (at 1east partially). In 1ater publications such as his Lictiansrientries on ‘Raffles’
and ‘Tenure’ he returns to his usual fiery denunciation of Ricardian and ryctwari-style land-
taxesin Southeast Asia. Stokes Ltriiteriansanaingiepp 131-132; Crawfurd Lictiararyp
429, p 363; Pariiamentary Committee of 1848, British Sessional Papers, 1847-8, vol ix,
pp 357-364.
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“east burthensome, the most productive and the most suitable sources of

revenue’ in the Straits Settlements were ‘duties’ collected on ‘the
Farming principle’. 93 In advocating revenue-farming Crawfurd was in
direct opposition to Adam Smith. Revenue ‘farming’ had been condemned by
Smith because ‘over and above’ the revenue officials’ salaries, ‘the farmer
must always draw from the produce of the tax a certain profit.” As well
s this extra expense, the revenue farmer did not share an interest in the
peoples” well being. Smith argued that the harmony of interests, which any
sovereign shares with his subjects, was missing:

Even & bad sovereigh feels more compassion for his people than can
ever be expected from the farmers of his revenue. He knows that the
permanent grandeur of his family depends upon the prosperity of his
people... it is otherwise with the farmers of his revenue, whose
grandeur may freguently be the effect of the ruin, and not the

prosperity of his people.94

Crawfurd however ighored this part of Smith.Perhaps, because like the
revenue farmers in Smith, he did not feel enough "compassion’ for the
population from whom revenue was mainly raised by farming in the
Straits Settlements, the Chinese.

THE RACIAL CONFUSION OF THE EAST INDIA COMPANY
While the thgaﬁarefreeﬁmssmag have found Crawfurd’s
arquments cogent, they did not convince the East India Company. The

93 7re Singspore Free Frass, 11 October 1838,

94 ( woW.iik. 73, pp 902-903). However Smith also criticized the land-revenue system
whichreplaced "farming’ in both India and Java. As civilization progresses, Smith said
government becomes more expensive and: ‘After government becomes expensive, it is the
worst possible method to support it by a land rent’. Smith £ ecsires @i usticep 239,
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following year the newspaper tamented that the ‘new Land Act which has

been passed for the Straits Settlements, to come into aperation on the 1st
January 1840° still included ‘short’ 1eases of thirty years. It complained

such is the attention which the irrefutsble arguments advanced by
Mr CRAWFURD in support of a more liberal policy meet with at the

hands of the Dictators of Leaden-Hall [sic] street! 95

To call the Company clerks at Leadenhall street (the London street in
which the East India House was situated) ‘Dictators’ was no mere slip of
the tongue. The image of the East India Company as dictatorial, even
despotic, was common and had been built up by the English-1anguage
newspapers of the Straits Settiements and Crawfurd over the years. In his
many pamphlets and articles Crawfurd charged the Company with adopting
“Asiatic’ modes of raising revenue. As we saw in the ‘Labour’ chapter, all
labour under Asian sovereigns was represented as being ‘unfree’ to varying
degrees. Asian sovereigns did not respect Lockean-style notions of people
having property in their own persons and thus their own labour. Such
sovereigns could nat comprehend the property rights that accrued to the
individual through his labour. They could not comprehend the nature of the
civil contract where, in return for the peoples’ taxes, they were expected
to provide good governance including the protection of persons and
property. In keeping with these ideas, Crawfurd summarised the ‘oriental
revenue system’ imitated by the East India Company as one of

considering that country as a vast estate, of which the Government
1s Tandlord, and ought to draw the rents without being accountable

95 ke Singapere Free Fres 15 August, 1839,
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for any surplus, or expected to remit any burdens once imposed on

the tenantry ..Taxation, according to the notions of the East, is, by &
monstrous inversion of right principle, regarded = as a
contribution from all, proportioned to property, for the unavoidable
charges of protection and government, but as a gw& a property, or
right of the state to all it can extort (leaving a bare subsistence to
the cultivator), and out of which no more is tg pe expended for the

benefit of the subject than is unavoidable.96

Furthermore the Company took its tribute and did not allow its hatural
compensatory mitigation by transfusion of the arts, the example, the
skill, the intelligence, the capital and the industry of the superior countiry
and race into the inferior’.97 The poor Indian ryot was not even ta be
rewarded for the taxes he paid by the improving company of permanent
English settlers. The free flow of ‘market forces’ was stymied at every
turn. Land revenue flowed out of India to England as tribute without any
compensating ‘natural” inflow, either cultural or financial.

Crawfurd constructed his image of the Company as Oriental despot
in counter-point to its inverse: the ‘freeborn’ Englishman. The point at
which Crawfurd’s moral, 1egal and economic arguments most often
converged was on the rights of non-Company ‘British-born subjects’ in
India. It is no mistake that Crawfurd’s 1828 article is called ‘Indian
Taxation of Englishmen’. While he thinks the Company is overtaxing the

Indian ryot98 his fiercest indignation is reserved for the fact that they

96 Crawfurd Aanesi Lo Fngisnd Jasinst the Naw: magisn stempAct pp 32-33.

97 |bid p 22.

98 For an example of his sympathy for the ryot see where he says the proposed stamp duty
will “inflict an exotic impost upon above eighty millions of rude people, already overtaxed...’

Crawfurd "Indian Taxation of Englishmen’ p 151. See also Aanasl (o fraglend Against the Meyw
naren Stemp Acipp 33-34,
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also do this to ‘Englishmen’: in short that they treat the few Englishmen

gllowed to live in India as they do Indians. He doubts that the Company’s
‘unlimited power to tax British subjects living under its authority, in the
Same manner 1t taxes the indians’ is ‘valid’.99 Ligting the restraints an
private British citizens in India - on mobility, ownership of property and
freedom to trade anywhere in the country - he says “the East India
Company nov desires further to humiliate and oppress’ the English 'by
subjecting them to the same system of capricious taxation to which they
have subjected their Indian hewers of wood and carriers of water’.190 In
response to the Company’s claims that the British Parliament has given
them the right to impose yet another tax {a stamp duty): “what’, asks
Crawfurd, has happened to ‘induce the legisiature...to deliver over
Englishmen, bound hand and foot, to be taxed by the East India Company in
the arbitrary manner in which that Company taxes the canquered
inhabitants of India?’101

But Crawfurd charges the Company with not only confusing how it
shouid treat Englishmen with how it treats Indians, but also confusing its
own racial identity. It has become an Oriental Despot and in doing so,
forgotten the unspoken assumptions which fuse legal rights with race:
that ‘British-born’ subjects within its dominion are the possessors of
special rights which it should respect as an ‘English’ government. The
Company, according to Crawfurd, is no longer capable of viewing the
‘privileges of the British inhabitants living within the jurisdiction of the
King’s Courts’ and the ‘prosperity’ caused by these privileges, ‘with the
eyes of Englishmen’. The Company has become ‘vitiated by the long
exercise of despotic rule over millions of prostate Indians’ and British

99 Crawfurd ‘Indian Taxation of Englishmen’, p 175.
1001hidp 179.
101 |bid p 158.



342
‘privileges’ and ‘prosperity’ have become “hateful to them® 102 |f it can no

longer distinguish between its Indian and English subjects, it can also no
tonger decide whether it is itself an Indian or British government,
especially in regard to property rights. The East India Company how
practises "an uncontrolied despotism over property in so far at least as
the land is concerned’ 103

Crawfurd accused the Company of betraying its country in its
adoption of Eastern ways. Company rulers take ‘after the purest samples
of Eastern government’, and in ‘fancying themselves the Great Mogul[sic]
personified’ they are “in reality, equivalent to throwing off their
allegiance to the [British] nation!*104 Company officials even betrayed
their religion, seeming at times more Muslim than Christian. As Cravwfurd
sgys of the Company’s pronouncement in Bengal that it can that can
resume lands as well as grant them: “The government that indited this
passage must surely have been dreaming for a moment, that it was
Mahomedan and Asiatic, and lost all recollection that it was Christian and
British”.105 The Company’s resumption of land which had been “improved’
by the application of athers’ labour, did not respect the finality with
which land was acquired in Britain. The possibility that it might one day

102 |pid p 161.

103 Crawfurd Jdanas]. inguirg inie Taxstian in British indis p 44. For other references to the
Company &s ‘despotic’ see lbidp 6, p 7, pp 9-1Q, p 44.

104 hid p 175.

V05 dmpasl. inguiry inte Texation in British indis p 27. The image of the Company as anti-
Christianis alsoimplied when Crawfurd pushes the East India Company’s citation of a Mughsl
precedent to anabsurd conclusion: ‘there is no act of fiscal oppression’ which the practice of
‘our predecessors in dominion ..would not justify”. It would not only justify ‘imprisoning,
scourging and torturing’ but also giving Hindus ‘the option of accepting the worship of
Mahomed or suffering death’. He continues: “Whenever the Indian government on & revenue
question is bent on a strong measure’ they ‘quote the authority and precedent of their
predecessors the Mahomedans. The practice of the followers of the Koran is then their 1aw
and theirpolitical gospel’. ARes]. gy Inta TaSslion in BTLIeh indie p7
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take back the land was not in keeping with the ‘Christian’ moraltity of a

Lockean theory of property. As we saw at the beginning of this chapter the
“will of God’ himself’ according to Locke, was that property be based on
individual ‘virtue and desert’ through the application of labour. In
Crawfurd’s eyes the Company, like other Asiatic sovereigns, can no longer
entertain the notion of individuals earning property in the soil through
labour; labour which is also their private property. Rather the Company,
like Asiatic sovereigns taking advantage of their sacred status,
proclaimed itself the supreme landlord and thus claimed the (Islamic)
God-given ‘gift’ of the soil’s surplus which in reality was the hard-earnt
product of private (mainly Christian) human labour.

LOW AND THE CAUSES OF DESPOTIC OFFICIALISM

One explanation for why English officials of an English Company
would turn into ‘Oriental despots’ can be found in the book Same Glimpses
a7 Live i the For £8s¢ by John Turnbull Thomson. In this collection of
reminiscences, Thomson recounted a visit to Penang during the 1830s in
which he ‘stumbled unawares on the very heart of a monstrous, loathsome
despotism’. 106 Several chapters are devoted to the condemnation of a
"‘Company official’ as Thomson calls the despot, rather than using his real
name, James Low. Thomson recounts how during & visit to Province
Wellesley, while Low was its Superintendent, he was shown various
pieces of land, previously under Malay occupancy, taken by Low for his own
use. Adopting a ‘Lockean’ morality regarding property in the soil, Thomson
recounts how he was shown property which had been appropriated by Low
even though it had been created through others’ l1abour. & ‘native called
Jahiah” for example had ‘his paddy fields ..wrested from him’ by Low.

106 JT. Thomson Sorne Giinpnses ari ire iy e fsrfest(London, 1865) p 113,
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Thomson “burned with shame’ when Jahiah showed him what a fellow

Englishman had

taken from him; for this he had cleared with his own hands,
labouring with his own hands. He showed me the land-order to clear
the piece, given by the same East Indian Company’s official that

wrested the 1and after his tabour had made it vatuable 107

This and numerous other examples are given of Low usurping land after
‘Malays’ had ‘cleared it, planted it, built houses on it, with the hope of
enjoying the fruits of their 1abour in campany with their wives and little
ones”. %8 For Thomson writing in 1865, the reason why Low changed from
a "heaithy fair-play-loving Briton to this bloated tyrant” are

NeITve camtections of & law snd FTicit king . Fist &y snd cfimeste
GESIraY the arigingl independence af ihe £ wragesh | he falls victim
to their wily toils and the &ritisth arvicis? becomeas & deremt /0h how
unfit a representative of England’s manly Christianity! how [sic]
unlike the noble disinterestedness of England’s most noble
statesmanl 109

The "native connection’ to which Thomson particularly objects, is Low’s
‘native mistress’, his #4272 The nonia is the power behind the throne,
punishing through Low all those who oppose her. Thomson says he relates
this to give the lie to those who 58y such liaisons give the Company

107 Ibid pp 111-112.

108 |bid p 119. For other examples of Lockean morality in which Low is accused of unjustiy
usurping the fruits of Malay labour see PP 108-111,p 113, p114,p 123

109 thid p 126.
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greater influence. 110
It is not oniy climate, fiettery and an interracial sexual liaison

which have transformed Low into a Malay Rajah. It is also his ‘unchecked’
pover, especially the many offices he holds. Again we see the other side
of “liberal heroics” the illiberal ‘Despotic Officialism’, as Thomson calls
it, of a Company administrator who has taken on the absolute power (and
therefore the worst aspects of) the native rulers he replaced!!'!. While
"the native rajahs of Malayan states daily and hourly commit such acts’ as
driving “their people’ from their land and then monopolising it, such
actions committed by an Englishman signalled degeneration:

..here was a East India Company’s official in the position of a
Malayan rajah unchecked and uncontrolled, - how could he, a
European gentleman, be capable of such trensactions? Simply in this
way. He no doubt had the feelings of a white man previgusly; but he
was weak-minded and had, for thi rty years been held under native
influences. Having succumbed to such trammels he had become an
Anglo-Hindoo rajeh and had so conformed to the ideas of that class,
that he imbibed their prejudices, and indulged in their

oppressiveness and venality.112

110 |bid p 100, p 127, p 104,

"1 1bid p 113. ‘Despotic Officialism’ is the title of chapter Twenty-two in Thomson’s book
inwhichhe claims Low’s administration of Province wellesley is deliberatelyhidden from
the outside world: ‘. .for these regions were forbidden to Englishmen until the year 1833".
Thomson’s claim that no other Europeans are allowed in the Province so Low can be despotic
away fromtheir gaze, is at odds withLow’s descri pticn of the limited European colonization
which existed there already and newspaper reports of European land holders. Furthermore,
the Company’s licensing requirements for European settlers at the time undermines
Thomson’s suggestion that keeping Europaans out of Province wWellesley was anambition
restricted toLlow.

N2 pidp 113.
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The worst aspects of the East India Company’s appropriation of land are

here attributed to the influence of the ‘native’. The Company official, 1ike
the Company itself, has become an "“Anglo-Hindoo rajah ...and indulged in
their oppressiveness and vehality’. The Company’s usurping of land is far
removed from Smith’s ‘improving landlord class’ or his and Locke’s ideal
of acquiring property through one’s labour (especially in new colonies).
Instead we have the Compeny taking Tand as easily as they take its
surpius, undermining its own moral legitimacy and, it is feared, that of
British governments in general.

This thesis began and now ends with James Low. Low could have
written an intensely personal history of British land administration in
Fenang and Province Wellesley. He was after all Superintendent of
Province Wellesley for over a decade from 1827 and was in charge of the
Land Office through which he administered a complex system of tenures,
a8s well as the collection of land revenue!!3. Qver the course of his
administration Low did acquire large landhaldings in Province wellesley,
as Thomson said, which came to the asttention of his superiors in india and
by 1840 had caused sufficient official concern to end af his career as
Superintendent there.l14 Low’s musings on the theories of Adsm Smith and
Malthus may have been a ‘disingenuous attempt’ to hide his corrupt land

113 James Jackson (ed) Introduction to James Low 4 Drssartation on the Sail gpd
Agricallive of tha fritish Settiement ar Fenang a- Frince ol Weles /sland in the Sirsits af
r18i800s, Inchiging Frovince Weilesiay on the FBiayen Feninsile with Briel Relersnces la the
Seltlemeant s af Singspore sndieiscce(Singapore: 1836) p Xiv.

14 The Court of Directors officially instructed him in 1830 to furnish ‘more regular and
precise reports of his proceedings with reference to the grants of 1eases and other revenue
affairs’ and expressed regret that ‘there hag been considerable carelessness anhd
irregularityin that Officer’s mode of transactingbusiness and some appearance of
disingenuousness inhis attempts todisguise these faults’. Nine years later, theyorderedhim
to dispose of his plantations or quit his office. Low refusedto give up his properties in
Province Wellesley and was consequentiy transfenred to Singapore in 16840 (a1thoughhis
reputation with the Company must not have been completely tarnished as he was given the
high ranking administrative position of Assistant Resident there). Ibid pp xi-xv.
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administration.115

His personal stake in Province wellesley’'s administration and its
land are not mentioned in his analysis of rent snd prices there. After
twenty-two years residence in the colony, the first person pronoun does
not form part of his long refiection on the place of political economy in
"India beyond the Ganges’. Instead Province wellesley and the island of
Fenang are depicted as settings in which the impersonal laws of economic
science unfold. His own personal agency is missing. Indeed human agency
of all kinds is underplayed. The politics is largely taken out of Political
Economy to a very modern degree. in Low, economics slone plays out its
endgame without reference to the art of government or much human
intervention of any kind.

But for Thomson in his depiction of Low as an ‘Anglo-Hindoo rajah’,
human intervention was all too evident in the economy of Province
Wellesley under Low’s rule. For Thomson, part of the problem with Low’s
reigh was that his corrupt whims disrupted the supposedly impersonal
science and ‘self correcting mechanisms” of political economy. A despatic
individual, in the person of Low, was capable of unbalancing the natural
flows of labour and the property which follows from it. He severed the
natural connections that should exist between labour and property and
ignored the harmony of interests which Classical economic theory said
should exist between subject and sovereign; the ideal of mutual interests
was overriden. Instead, transactions were carried out so that they
furthered the interests of one person alone. &s we saw at the beginning of
this thesis, Low was worried whether or not the ‘universal’ laws of

115 InLow’s defence it should be noted that it was accepted practice in the first three
decades orso of the nineteenth century for government officials in Penang to possess estates
on the island. According toBraddell, nine of the eleven spice plantations in Penangin 1833
vrere owned by government officials. T. Braddel] Srstistics on e British Fossessions 1pthe
Sireits arfisiscoe(Penang 1861) pp 12-13.
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political economy would apply to India beyond the Ganges. If such laws did

not apply in Southeast Asia, or were applied in wildiy unorthodox ways, as
we now see, officials like Low were often one of the reasons. Far flung
administrators ‘beyond the Ganges’ such as Low, as well as the British
mercantile community there and their London spokesman Crawfurd, all
claimed that their actions were refinements or developments of political
economy, as they appropristed its theories to justify their own ends.
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Chapter Seven
CONCLUSION

In answer to the general question posed at the beginning of this
thesis we can say that the influence of political economy on British
colonial administrators and merchants in Southeast Asia was substantial
but unorthodox. They aspired to the authority cast by political economy
even if they did not understand all its complexities. In some areas, such as
free trade there was & ready recourse to Adam Smith because his advocacy
of free trade and condemnation of mercantilism was straightforward and
easily transferred to the Southeast Asian context. In the mind of Raffles
and other officials such as Begbie, there was a ready identification
between the Dutch as mercantilists and the British as free traders.
Raffles even depicted the English East India Company as a "free trader’. In
denial of the English Company’s history and common perceptions (including
Smith’s) of the Company as mercantilist, Raffles flattered his employers
by implying that they too were part of the bold new experiment in which
gveryone’s self-interest could be accommodated, ‘improvement’
encouraged and profits realised. Raffles himself, however, had an
ambiguous relationship to free trade. As we saw, his adoption of its
precepts was halting and never completely wholehearted.

Crawfurd on the other hand was a steady and enthusiastic
promulgator of the virtues of free trade. Crawfurd also rendered the
doctrines of Smith more accurately than Raffies in regard to the English
East India Company. He criticised them along with the Dutch company and
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other mercantilist European colonizers who had traded in the East.

Crawfurd’s criticism of the East India Company grew after he left
Southeast Asia. In England he became a professional critic of the Company
and he actively campaigned against it on behalf of the merchants of Great
Britain, British India and the Straits Settlements. A

The ideas of Classical political economy were rarely simply
transplanted entire and unchanged to Southeast Asia. The reinterpretation
of Malthus’ theory of population is perhaps the most obvious example of
the way they were often twisted. While many colonial administratars
were aware of his ‘population principle’ they inverted its conclusion,
Malthus’ vision of a world overrun with starving hordes was clearly
disbelieved. In its place, there were more optimistic visions in which
poputations increased along with a general rise in civilization. This
population growth it was believed, was more likely to occur under the
fostering care of the British government. in the case of Crawfurd, the
hoped-for population boom included a growth in the number of consumers
for British goods as British capitalists colonized Asia.

Many other variations were introduced into the basic doctrines of
Classical political economy when they were transferred to the tropics.
The benefits bestowed by international commerce, for example, were
given a patriotic flavour. British manufactures were censtantly on the
cusp of an enlarged market. Even if that market never actualiy eventuated
in Southeast Asia the belief that civilization was engendered by British
manufactures persisted. Racial stereotypes and patriotism biended to
produce a belief in the efficacy of British manufactures and capital in
promoting civilization. Singapare was represented as ‘magical’ not only
because of its free trade origins but also because it came from ‘nathing’:
the energy and industry of Englishmen had seemingly conjured it from thin
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air,

The idea that Singapore was conjured up by Raffles out of thin air
relates to the aforementioned arguments on land. The absence of &
preexisting social structure implied a corresponding absence of a diwani.
Economic ideas relating to land were adapted for reasons that were more
patently self-interested than benign ‘thecretical’ inversions of Malthus’
population principle. Crawfurd, Low and various anonymous authors of
Straits newspaper articles were obviousiy familiar with the doctrines of
differential rent. However, they adapted economic categories such as
‘surplus’ and ‘capital’ to argue that it was difficult to extract an
agricultural surplus from Straits Settlement soil or sequester it from the
rest of the economy. Despite Crawfurd’s familiarity with the doctrines of
Smith and Ricardo, he ignored their objections to revenue farming and
argued that it was the best way of raising revenue in the Straits
Settlements - particularly from opium and gambling.

Even the arguments of Raffles in favour of raising a revenue from
the land can be seen as an example of twisting the ideas of political
economy for very pragmatic reasons. Raffles used the suthority of
political economy in his appeal to the Company to support him in his wish
to retain Java. He appealed to their need for land revenue as well as
flattering the Company by praising its achievements in India and
comparing it favourably to its Dutch counterpart. Raffles argued the
Company would strengthen the link between labour and property by 1and
reforms in Java. Crawfurd at first agreed with Raffles that land-based
revenue on Java would provide incentive for the ryot to labour and that
they would not harm the rest of the economy.

Crawfurd, however, soon came to believe that & ‘land-tax, founded on
the native principle, or almost any medification of it’ led to excessive
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imposts and a lack of improvement.! Differential rental theory far him,

propped up a variable tax system which led to iniquitous scruting of
private individuals’ affairs. The basic economic reguirement for rent -~ the
net, relative surplus - did not exist in the Straits Settlements; or, he
argued, the Company had no right to this surplus {or the right to only a
small portion of it). The soils of the Straits Settlements were so poor or
difficuit to clear that they were all equally ‘marginal’. The first-
cultivated lands to which they were marginal and to whose fertility they
were compared to determine the rent, lay elsewhere. They may have been
in India or England, but according to Crawfurd, they were certainly not to
be found in the Straits Settlements.

The last two chapters of this thesis allow a broad comparison
between those who supported taxation by the East India Company and
those who opposed it. We can compare Raffles’ rhetoric in 1814 regarding
land with Crawfurd’s and the Straits newspapers’ rhetoric on the same
topic later in the century. Raffles was trying to overcome a certain
inertia in the Company with regard to a land-based revenue in Java. He had
to paint out to them their moral duty as well as the precedents they had
set in British Indig in an effort to gain their support for his land reforms
in Java. In contrast, the following decades saw Crawfurd and the Straits
newspapers rally against precisely what Raffles had wanted: a land-tax
and greater government involvement, especially an increase in the number
of Company officials. The Company never evinced the same reluctance to
introduce a land revenue system in the Straits Settlements as it had in
Java. To the Company the Straits Settlements were permansant colonies in
contrast to the temporariness of Java. They also had a very pragmatic
need to raise revenue in the increasingly free trade Straits. This combined

! Crawfurd #History 1, p 63.
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with the growing belief in India that differential rent theory proved that

the ryotwari system was the most morally superior and efficient way of
raising revenue, saw strenuous attempts by the Company to realise & land
revenue by similar methods in the Straits.

There are some points of similarity between Crawfurd and Raffles.
Both emphasised improvement and both saw ‘certainty’ or a predictable
future as essential to this ‘improvement’. However, both had very
different ways of ensuring this “certainty’. In Raffles eyes, the formalised
tenure of Javanese land necessitated by a land-rent would give the the
ryot certainty. Allowing the ryot to keep part of his “surplus’, while the
government took only & judicious portion, was also more ‘certain’ {and
maorally superior) to the forced deliveries and labour exacted by the Dutch.
Raffles was also keen to free the Javanese peasant from the ‘arbitrary’
and rapacious impositions of the Chinese, the Regents and (eventually) the
village heads. The knowledge that & predictable amount would be taken,
even if was predictable for only three years, Raffles believed, would give
the Javanese peasant a reason to work. The self-interest of the peasant
would ensure that he would try to make his ‘surplus’ as large as possible,
now that he was ‘certain’ he would retain part of it. The increased labour
of the peasant would see him ‘improved’ because labour was in itself
morally improving. It would also improve the land and incidentally benefit
the government which took a portion of this increased surplus.

Crawfurd on the other hand, betieved that ‘certainty’ was destroyed
by the sort of ryotwari system Raffles had advocated for Java. Leases of
thirty or even ninety-nine years subject to the same level of taxation
during that time were not tong enough to give the farmer confidence to
clear land or plant slow-growing spice crops. Furthermore, Begbie and
others agreed with Crawfurd that ‘cultivation clauses’ which resulted in
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the resumption of uncleared or faliow lands by the government after a

specified time, glso discouraged improvements in the present because of
fear of future losses. The government’s attempts to force ‘improvement’
through these clauses was argued to have the reverse effect. Undirected
individual self-interest was represented as a far surer source of
improvement.

As the debate developed between the English merchants in the
Straits and the Company over land taxes, both sides claimed the maoral
high ground. A popularised Lockean morality was appealed to by the
Straits newspapers which depicted the officials sent frem India to
enforce the land-tax (especially Fullerton) as intrusive, uncaring and too
ready to take what had been earned by the 1abour of athers. Inalienable
property rights acquired through “labour’ was presented as intuitive and
‘ngtural” while the government’s attempts to secure land grants and
revenue through contracts were represented as artificial and contrary to
common sense. Raffles” earlier appeal to ‘certainty’ of land tenure as a
benefit bestowed by his government on Javea, was seen decades later in the
Straits Settlements as a ruse to extract more money out of industrious
land-holders.

what would “improve’ the ryot, according to Raffles, was
represented as having the opposite affect by Crawfurd. Ironically, Raffles
seems to have believed implicitly in land-taxes, however vague he might
have been about the actual details. Crawfurd, on the other hand, who
appears to have known differential rental theory and the details of the
Indian ryotwari system intimately, was fierce in his condemnation of
them. Crawfurd came to see the East India Company as incapable of
staying within the 1imits laid down by political economy. Furthermore he
seems to have believed that in adopting "Asiatic’ modes of taxation, the
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Company actually became an Asiatic sovereign. It not only combined the

two incompatibie functions of trader and sovereign, as Smith had charged,
but the sovereignty it adopted was of the worst kind: that of the Asiatic
sovereigh who did not respect the civil compact between subject and
government. Yenal and corrupt, it was only held in check bu the recarders
courts’, oases of English rights and privileges in India and Southesst Asia,
In short, in most of their publications, Raffles hoped to persuade the
Company while Crawfurd hoped to disprove the reasohing behind its
economic edicts. In the war of words Crawfurd conducted with the East
India Company, the moral legitimacy provided by the ‘impraving’ science
of political economy was ane of his most potent weapons.

Any sharp divide, however, between those for and against the
Company, between monopolists and free traders - as exemplified in the
personal political economies of Raffles and Crawfurd - is not as
straightforward as it might first seem. Singapore for example, that urban
embodiment of free trade, was credited to Raffles whose memaory was
invoked to stave off the threat of taxation by the East India Company.
Raffies himself blurred the division between the two ‘camps’ when he
gppedled to the Company to become & “free trader’ (albeit a rather large
one which enjoyed certain advantages) along with him. In another example,
the Company and its opponents, the Indian and Straits Settlements
merchants rallied together to farm a bloc of ‘East Indian’ interests in
opposition to the West Indies. Nor was Raffles simply an unguestioningly
loyal company employee. He was chastised by the Company and in the case
of his land reforms miscalculated how best to appeal to them. On the other
hand, one of the Company’s staunchest critics, Crawfurd championed a
form of land tenure instigated by a Company official, Cornwallis, in India.
Low was another "company’ official whose depredations seemed beyond
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even those of which the Company was accused of by its oppaonents.

If we compare Raffles’ Sufrsisnce af & Mimitawith Crawfurd and the
Straits newspapers’ later writings on 1and, in the broadest terms, it
might seem that the surplus was God or nature’s ‘gift’ when it was
produced by the ‘native’ cultivator, but when Englishmen were being asked
to give up this "gift’, it was discovered that its production actually
involved inputs of labour and capital or ate into profits. Add to this,
Crawfurd’s comptaint that Englishmen were being taxed like ‘natives’; his
argument that Englishmen had specific rights under the ‘King’s’ or
‘Recorder’s Courts’; and it would seem the hypocrisy of the Crawfurd and
the Straits merchants is complete. Political economy was used to justify
tax-avoidance by the British at the expense of the ‘native’. The proposed
alternative of gambling and opium ‘revenue farming’ only serves to
heighten this suspicion, as these taxes obviousty fell most heavily on the
Chinese and Malay populations.

However, any simple dichotomy between the English and the non-
British Malay, Chinese or Javanese is complicated by the solidarity shown
by the British mercantile community with other landholders. While there
1s hot space in this thesis to explore the bonds between Chinese and
British land holders in Penang (for instance), we get some inkling of how
economic sympathies could cross racial lines with the treatment of the
Maning war by Begbie and the Straits newspapers. The Naningnites are
presumed to be the self-interested individuals of political economy who
@lso share the "universal’ hatred of taxes. Representations of the Company
and the superintendent of Province Wellesley, James Low, as ‘Oriental’ and
despotic also tangle the racial divide. Away from the influence of English
law, but under the combined influences of & tropical climate, flattery and
native mistresses, Company officials such as Low turned into ‘Anglo-
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Hindoo rajahs’. This of course might be a way of rebuilding the racial

divide: in the debate between the ‘taxed’ and the ‘taxer’ - that is, the
merchants and the Company - those who dared to infringe the Lockean
style morality of private property were condemned as belonging to the
economicaily irrational, morally inferior, ruling class of another race.

Lastly and most tentatively, this thesis has found in its
investigations into the use of classical political economy in Southeast
Asia, that political economy itself can be looked at in a new light. The
forgotten racial element in classical political economy was highlighted by
the way it was interpreted by British colonial administrators. In looking
at Tabour for example, colonial assumptions about Asian subsistence needs
and ‘customary wants’ ted me back to Smith’s discussion of rice and
potatoes and then through the books of Ricardo and Torrens to uncover a
fear of the perceived “lesser’ wants of the Irish. The distance on which the
uhequal exchange of labour was based was easily overcome by steamship
across the Irish Sea. This raised the question of what happened to such
theories in the face of ever closer physical proximity. The different rates
of pay given to people who worked side~by-side were explained on the
basis of different subsistence or customary needs. The racially based
differences between labourers’ bodies affected notions about
‘subsistence’ on which so much economic theary rested.

Another question raised by this thesis relates to the
interconnections between economic theories sustaining land revenue and
religious biases. The free traders’ arguments against the East India
Company meiged into arguments against the characteristics of "Asiatic
sovergigns’ which they were believed to have adopted. Assumptions about
Musiim kingship and its relationship to the land were found to be
implicitly compared to a ‘Christian’ respect for individual property rights
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acquired through labour. In Crawfurd’s case the “1abourer’ was not only the

ryot or cultivator. Using “labourer’ in the broadest sense, Crawfurd also
included his ciass of merchants who might not directly work the 1and they
own but who, through their industriousness in trade and the contribution
of their capital to the wider economy, earned a moral right to permanent
property in the land.

If, as one historian says, British colonialism "was never really
Justified by a theory commensurate with the political and economic
significance of the phenomena’? then perhaps in Crawfurd {and the Straits
heywspapers which supported him) we have the beginnings of ah attempt to
construct a popular political economy amongst British colonists in Asia.
Crawfurd’s political economy and that of the mercantile community he
represenied may have been self-interested in the extreme, but in this they
were upholding one of the central tenets of the new economic ‘science’. To
accuse Crawfurd and the mercantile community he represented of only
seeking their own self-interest is to emulate the scientific reductionism
of political economy. Those who professed the doctrines of political
ecanomy in Southeast Asia had many reasons for their varied and
sometimes twisted readings of the original doctrines of Smith, Maithus
and Ricardo.

It is difficult to say just how wide-spread or consistent was the
‘popular economy’ of the merchants in the Straits. The circulation numbers
of the newspapers for which Low wrote his reflections on political
economy, for example, would tell us little about the understanding or
importance readers gave to such reflections. However the collaborative
evidence of the merchants’ intransigence over land taxes, their
memaorialising of the ‘father of free trade’, Raffles, and their employment

2 |Uday S. Mehta ‘Liberal Strategies of Exclusion’ in Stoler and Cooper, p 79.
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of Crawfurd to 1obby on their behalf in London indicates that their version

of political economy was important in the eatrly Straits Settlements.
while it may never have acquired the sophistication or moral gloss of the
majar economic theories taught in Haileybury College by Malthus, Bentham
and other pioneers of social science to facilitate the understanding and
governing of colonial people by the East India Company, it was a
contribution to mainstream economics that did not go ignored at the time.
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