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Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 23, 1 (March 1992): 60-73 
? 1992 by National University of Singapore 

The Impact of the Cold War on the Development of 
Trade Unionism in Malaya (1948-57) 

LEONG YEE FONG 
Universiti Sains Malaysia 

In the aftermath of World War Two, Malaya saw the emergence of the Malayan Com 
munist Party (MCP) and its attempt to mobilize labour support against the returning 
British colonial government. The Pan Malayan General Labour Union (PMGLU), later 
renamed the Pan Malayan Federation of Trade Union (PMFTU), was established as 
a front organization to harness multiracial labour support and to work in close liaison 
with other left-wing political groups. Trade unions that mushroomed after the War 
were invariably dominated by the PMGLU and used as tools for the realization of com 
munist political objectives in Malaya. The MCP-dominated labour struggle, contrary 
to the objective of improving labour's position within the framework of the capitalist 
economy, was, in reality, to oppose the colonial government's policy of restoring the 

prewar basis of capitalist monopoly and the utilization of cheap labour for maximizing 
production. Inevitably, the MCP's labour movement was crushed with police retalia 

tion, restrictive labour and trade union laws and the establishment of an alternative 
network of democratically constituted trade unions. The MCP turned to armed revolu 
tion in June 1948, following which a state of Emergency was declared and all PMGLU 
controlled trade unions were suppressed. 

This paper examines the process of rebuilding the trade union movement during 
the Emergency and ascertains the circumstances and conditions that surrounded the 
process. It is the contention here that the "New Trade Unionism" that emerged during 
the Emergency was designed to combat communism both within and outside Malaya 
and that trade union developments were subordinated to the political interest of the 
colonial government. Trade unionism during the Emergency was, in fact, related to 
the overall strategy of containing the role of the MCP and the influence of the World 
Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU). 

Forces that Determined Colonial Trade Union Policy 

With the declaration of the Emergency, the MCP-led militant trade union move 
ment came to an end. However, the reorganization of trade unions was a slow and 

painful process during the initial phase of the Emergency. The Emergency Regulations 
were grossly misunderstood as labour and union officials were under the impression 
that they were aimed at the trade unions.1 Within the official circle, trade union 

developments were regarded as a process that should be subordinated to the interest 
of counteracting the communist insurrection. The minority of unions that survived the 
confusion of armed revolution were closely watched to prevent any possibility of com 

munist infiltration. The Special Branch, for example, exercised a constant supervision 
over trade unionists. Union meetings not only had to be approved beforehand but also 

^elangor Secretariat File (SSF) 46/1949. 
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Cold War and Trade Unionism in Malaya 61 

had to be attended by the police.2 Union funds were frequently checked to make sure 

that no portion of the funds was used for political purposes. On the formation of new 

unions or the resuscitation of those that had collapsed, official opinion was generally 
against stimulating the growth of trade unionism.3 Union organization was to proceed 
cautiously, the aim being to deny the communists all possible means of intensifying 
the revolutionary campaign. 

Although the colonial government had adopted a very cautious attitude towards 
trade union developments, circumstances, however, forced the authorities at the end 
of 1949 to review the whole trade union situation in Malaya. The Emergency and the 
measures taken to curb industrial violence and militant trade unionism had attracted 
worldwide attention. In Britain itself, Lim Hong Bee, a former secretary and founder 
of the Malayan Democratic Union, had given much publicity to what he called the 
inhuman measures taken by the Malayan government to suppress trade unionism.4 It 
should be noted here that Lim Hong Bee in 1947 had established in London a news 

and information bureau and was the editor of a newsletter, Malayan Monitor, which 
became the official organ of a coalition of left-wing political parties in postwar Malaya 
known as the Malayan United People's Front. During his sojourn in London, he made 
constant contacts with Labour Party members, trade unionists and journalists. Copies 
of the Malayan Monitor were sent to them, the obvious aim being to influence British 
trade unionists and politicians to exert pressure on the colonial government in Malaya. 
In his newsletters, scathing remarks were made on the Malayan government's treatment 
of trade unions, maintaining that the all out suppression of Malayan Union especially 
the Pan Malayan Rubber Workers' Council was the result of government collaboration 
with the capitalists to maintain profits.5 

Invariably, the views of the Malayan Monitor influenced a large section of the 
British trade unions and resulted in a flood of protest letters to the British Govern 
ment. The protest letters, in the main, severely criticized the Malayan Government 
for outlawing the PMFTU and the unjustified arrest and killing of Malayan labour 
leaders. The Wembley and District Trades Council (affiliated to the British Trades 

Union Congress and the London Trades Council), for example, described the banning 
of the PMFTU as "imperialist savagery and degradation", which in the long run was 
an attack on the British trade union movement itself.6 The Camberwell Trades Coun 
cil went even further and called upon the Labour Government to dismiss all reactionary 
officials including the Commissioner-General of Southeast Asia, Malcolm MacDonald, 
to reopen negotiations with the PMFTU in order to improve the wages of the workers, 
and to nationalize the rubber plantations and other industries.7 

Protests also came from the National Union of Students of the Universities and 

Colleges of England, Wales and Northern Ireland.8 Sympathy for the Malayan labour 

2"Attendance of Police Officers at Trade Union Meetings", Industrial and Social Relations File (ISRF) 
109/1951. 

3J.A. Brazier, "Short Term Departmental Policy During the Emergency", ISRF 130/1951. 

4"Extracts from the Straits Budget, 24 June 1948", C0717/167/52849. 
5Ibid. 

6M.J. Loftus to Colonial Office, 21 Oct. 1948, C0717/166/52849. 

7W. Laws to Colonial Secretary, London, 7 Oct. 1948, C0717/166/52849. 

8Douglas Mayer to Secretary of State, 15 Nov. 1948, C0717/166/52849. 
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movement also came from a left-wing group of the Labour Party led by Aneurin 

Bevan, a union sponsored minister in Clement Attlee's government. In its first issue 
of the group's monthly paper, Socialist Outlook, the repressive measures of the 

Malayan Government against the trade unions were condemned.9 Outside Britain, 
the All-India Student Federation, which was affiliated to the World Federation of 
Democratic Youth and the International Union of Students, condemned the banning 
of progressive organizations in Malaya. It looked upon the communist insurrection as 
a war of national liberation comparable to Vietnam and Indonesia.10 In Australia, a 

deputation of trade union representatives and student organizations forwarded a 
memorandum to the British High Commissioner in Canberra. The representatives 
demanded the immediate withdrawal of all British troops in Malaya and the lifting of 
the ban on the PMFTU and the New Democratic Youth League.11 

The spate of protests reached a climax in May 1949 when S.A. Ganapathy, the 
former President of the PMFTU, was arrested during the course of anti-communist 

operations and subsequently sentenced to death for unlawful possession of arms and 
ammunition.12 The execution of Ganapathy not only drew the usual string of protests 
from British trade unions but also from the World Federation of Democratic Youth, 
the Government of India and the All-China Federation of Labour.13 What was more 

significant, was the protest from the communist-dominated World Federation of Trade 
Unions (WFTU), especially at a time when the cold war between the United States and 
the Soviet Union had sparked off a withdrawal of non-communist unions from the 

WFTU to form a separate world body of their own.14 
The breakup of the WFTU and the eventual formation of the International Con 

federation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) was precipitated by the Russian attitude 
to the European Recovery Programme (the Marshall Plan) which was aimed at re 

establishing the world capitalist system, considered vital to American security and 
welfare. The Soviet opposition to the Marshall Plan was carried into the WFTU when 
it demanded the removal of all its "reformist" members.15 The U.S., Britain and the 
rest of the non-communist national unions were condemned as "servile instruments 
of the capitalist monopolies".16 Matters reached a crisis when Arthur Deakin, the 
President of the WFTU since 1947, declared that the WFTU was rapidly becoming 
nothing more than another platform and instrument for the furtherance of Soviet 

policy. As a result, the non-communist unions withdrew from the WFTU and on the 
28 November 1949 the ICFTU was finally established at a Free World Labour Con 
ference convened by the British Trades Union Congress. 

The rivalry between the WFTU and the ICFTU invariably found its ramifications 
in Southeast Asia. In Indonesia where trade unionism was closely intertwined with 

9Time Magazine, 30 Nov. 1948, end. in C0717/166/52849. 

10Kamal Choudhary to Colonial Secretary, London, 3 Aug. 1948, C0717/166/52849. 

nG. Kimer to Philip Noel Barber, 24 June 1948, C0717/166/52849. 

12"Extracts from Fourth Report of the ILO Governing Body's Committee on Freedom of Association", 
31 May 1952, ISRF 144/1952. 

13"Law and Order, S.A. Ganapathy: Public Reactions", C0717/176/52849. 

14"British Trade Unions and International Associations", 10 Mar. 1952, Office of Information, London, 

p. 7. 

15Ibid. 

16Ibid. 
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nationalist and communist politics, the All-Indonesian Central Labour Organization 
(SOBSI) was affiliated to the WFTU.17 The SOBSI, through affiliation with the 

WFTU, received advice and suggestions for its policies and programmes. A delegation 
of the SOBSI, was in fact, appointed to attend the WFTU conference of Asian and 
Australasian countries in Beijing in November 1949. As a national union sponsored 
by the Indonesian Communist Party, it supported the world communist movement in 

developing "united front" tactics and demanded the nationalization of foreign proper 
ties and the elimination of all vestiges of colonialism in Indonesia. In 1952 the WFTU 

Secretary-General, Henry Turrell, attended a SOBSI Congress and it was known that 
in the early 1950s about fifty SOBSI officials received training in Berlin, Vienna, 

Moscow, and Beijing in trade union and propaganda procedures.18 Similarly in Thai 

land, the Central Labour Union, a consolidation of rudimentary prewar unions and 
elements of World War Two resistance units, was admitted into the WFTU following 
the communist victories in China.19 Malaya was no exception as the PMFTU turned 
to the WFTU for consolidation of its position. It sought recognition from the WFTU 
as a means of exerting pressure on the colonial government especially at a time when 
the British Trades Union Congress was affiliated to the world body. 

With the extension of WFTU influence t? Southeast Asia, it was only a matter of 
time that it would take up the issue of the suppression of trade unionism in Malaya. 

A statement outlining a series of allegations of infringements of trade union rights was 
referred to the International Labour Organization (ILO). The WFTU, in this respect, 
had made similar allegations pertaining to trade unionism in several other British 
colonies such as Cyprus, the Gold Coast, Grenada, Hong Kong, Jamaica, Kenya, 
Nigeria and Uganda.20 Among the allegations referring to Malaya were the amend 
ments to the Trade Union Ordinance 1940 which empowered the Government to ban 
the PMFTU; the Emergency Regulations, and the arrest, imprisonment and, in some 

cases, the execution of trade unionists.21 In summing up the allegations, the WFTU 
claimed in no uncertain terms "that the British authorities in Malaya prevent workers 
from exercising their trade union rights in order to facilitate the shameless exploitation 
of wage earners by the big firms, the trusts and the British monopolies".22 

Preliminary examination of the allegations was carried out by a Committee on 
Freedom of Association set up by the governing body of the ILO in November 1951. 
In normal procedure, this would lead to the reference of the complaint to the Fact 

Finding and Conciliation Commission set up by the ILO on behalf of the United 
Nations. The government concerned would be allowed to answer the allegations and 
to submit its observations to the Committee on Freedom of Association for considera 
tion.23 The British Government, in reply to the allegations, maintained that the WFTU 

allegations had to be considered against the background of MCP's attempt to use 

17"Analysis of the Extent and Technique of Communist Penetration in the Labour Sphere in Indonesia", 
Office of Intelligence Research (OIR), U.S., 20 Mar. 1957. 

18Ibid. 

19"The Status of Organised Labour in Southeast Asia: Thailand", OIR, 3 Apr. 1950. 

20"Allegations of Infringement of Trade Union Rights", ISRF 144/1952. 

21Ibid. 

22Ibid. 

23Ibid. 
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violence and intimidation to secure control of the trade union movement. The colonial 

government, it argued, was faced with the problem of allowing trade unions to be used 
for communist political objectives or the development of responsible industrial trade 
unionism. The suppression of communist-dominated trade unions and the enforcement 
of the Emergency Regulations resulting in the detention of numerous people without 
trial were measures necessary for the restoration of law and order and the establish 

ment of settled conditions.24 
While the British Government had been successful in exonerating itself from the 

allegations, the colonial government in Malaya was faced with the imminent threat of 
WFTU interference in Malaya's trade union affairs. The possibility of WFTU inter 
ference was precipitated by the execution of S.A. Ganapathy, the former President of 
the PMFTU. R. Gebert, the Assistant General Secretary of the WFTU, despatched a 

strongly worded letter to the British ambassador in Paris.25 The execution of Gana 

pathy was described as murder and a manifestation of Britain's resolute will to impede 
the functioning of trade union associations and the exercise of trade union rights in 

Malaya. It was to the WFTU a clear violation of the Right of Association (Non 
Metropolitan countries) Convention which Britain had ratified in 1947. The WFTU 
wanted concrete measures to be taken to resolve the problem in Malaya, and in this 

respect, Gebert added: 

The WFTU openly declares that the situation existing today is due to the inhuman 

exploitation of the Malayan workers by foreign monopolies and trusts, as well as 

to the desire of the British authorities to annihilate the spirit of resistance and the 
means of action of the Malayan workers. Moreover, our organisation can in no way 

stand aloof from the events in Malaya since the mission of the WFTU is primarily 
that of defending and assisting the workers of the world, whatever their nationality, 

race, religion, political or philosophical opinions. 
We therefore request your government to take immediate measures to ensure the 

exercise of trade union rights in Malaya in accordance with the provisions of resolu 

tion 84(V) of the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations and 128(11) 
of the General Assembly, and Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, provisions which were approved by the British representatives within the 

United Nations bodies in question. 

Already in 1946, the WFTU was considering the despatch of a mission of 

enquiry to Malaya and its plans were received at the time with obvious hostility by 
the local authorities. In the light of recent events, it appears yet more urgent for 

the WFTU to make known to the workers of all countries the real situation that 
exists in Malaya. Consequently, we have the honour to request your government for 

permission for a trade union Committee of Inquiry appointed by the WFTU to 
enter Malaya.26 

The prospect of WFTU interference into Malayan trade union affairs at this stage 
was regarded with great apprehension by the authorities. It was known at this time that 
an Asian-Australasian Trade Unions Conference organized by the WFTU was scheduled 

24Ibid. 

25B. Gebert to the British Ambassador, Paris, 9 May 1948, C0717/176/52849. 

26Ibid. 
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to be held in Beijing in November 1949.27 The agenda of the Conference was believed 
to have included the formulation of plans for the development of unions in Asia under 
the auspices of the WFTU and also the setting up of a regional office in Asia to 
coordinate the various unions.28 Against this backdrop of an anticipated WFTU 
offensive in Asia, it was generally felt within the official circle that trade union 

developments in Malaya should be stepped up under colonial tutelage. The interna 
tional trade union scene had become critical with the impending split in the unity of 
the WFTU.29 The British Labour Party Government which had a close understanding 
with the United States on questions of defence and diplomacy was apprehensive of 
the WFTU offensive. It began to exert pressure on the colonial governments to acceler 
ate the development of democratic trade unions to counteract communist influence 
on trade unionism. Both the Singapore and the Malayan governments responded 
immediately. Perhaps this could best be illustrated in the words of F. Gimson, the 

Governor of Singapore: 

I consider that with the possibility of the penetration of the WFTU into Singapore 
we cannot afford to allow the development of trade unions to proceed in a slow 

and leisurely measure profitting by their own mistakes. A quick approach seems 

essential to allow them to stand on their own feet.30 

Malayan government officials began to show a more positive attitude towards trade 
unionism. The need to re-establish Malaya's prewar position as the principal dollar 
earner for Britain had made it imperative to foster the rebuilding of a trade union 
movement that would ensure and sustain the export of primary produce to America. 
At the Commissioner-General's Conference in January 1949, there was unanimous 

agreement on the necessity of encouraging the growth of trade unionism under govern 
ment supervision.31 It was suggested that concrete measures should be taken to provide 
trade unions with suitable premises and assistance in establishing provident funds for 
the benefit of members. Following the Conference, weekend classes were opened for 
the first time for the training of potential union leaders. The training included lectures 
on the principles of trade unionism, history and union administration, industrial rela 

tions, labour legislation, and duties of union officials.32 

The Establishment of a Trade Union Central Organization 

The revival of trade unions was on the basis of a total separation of trade unionism 
from politics. The emphasis was on the promotion of democratic and responsible 
industrial trade unionism that would not be affiliated to any political group. The "New 
Trade Unionism" as the colonial government described it, was designed to combat 
communist infiltration into organized labour rather than to promote the interests of 
labour. As in the case of the pre-Emergency era, trade unions did not have the freedom 

27A note on "Communist Penetration of Labour in Certain Far Eastern Countries", encl. in C0717/ 
163/52754/1949. 

28Ibid. 

29"British Trade Unions and International Associations", Central Office of Information, London. 
30"Minutes of the 12th Commissioner-General's Conference on 6 May 1949", C0717/163/52754. 
31 Ibid. 

32SSF 46/1949. 
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to determine their own course of action. They were no more than instruments of the 

government in keeping the economy running to generate the necessary resources for 
the defeat of communist insurgency. To a great extent, it was also motivated by the 
desire to appease the criticism levied by the British trade unions and to ward off the 

WFTU offensive. 
Within the framework of the colonial trade union strategy, the establishment of a 

trade union central body was aimed at coordinating the revival of trade unions under 
the leadership of a minority of trade unionists who were ready to co-operate with the 
colonial government in combating communism. Initially, it was to serve as a protective 
umbrella for organized labour whose exposure to communist propaganda had become 
a matter of serious concern to the authorities. The idea of a trade union central func 

tioning as an anti-communist instrument could be discerned at the Commissioner 
General's Conference on 6 May 1949 in which the issue of trade unionism was included 
as a special item on the agenda.33 The Trade Union Adviser, John Brazier, felt that 
the formation of a central union organization in Malaya and Singapore should be 
accelerated to resist the communists.34 He claimed that the police and security officials 

supported the idea as they would find it easier to check union activities through a 
central organization rather than through a multiplicity of small and unconnected 
unions.35 The Commissioner7General himself supported the Trade Union Adviser's 

opinion that the proposed organization would serve as an anti-communist propaganda 
machine. He had, in fact, established a Central Information Bureau within the 
Commissioner-General's office to prepare anti-communist materials which could be 
transmitted through the Trade Union Adviser's Department to the proposed organiza 
tion.36 He also agreed that in view of the communists returning to the trade union 

movement, the formation of such a central body should be hastened to forestall any 
communist attempt to establish a WFTU-backed union organization. 

Significantly, the basis of the fear that prompted the government to include anti 
communist objectives behind the setting up of the proposed central union organiza 
tion coincided with MCP's growing emphasis on the strength of world communism 
and the exploitation of anti-colonial themes. Communist propaganda aimed at labour 
tended to put the local struggle of Malayan workers within a wider setting and to 
connect it to the general liberation movements in Southeast Asia.37 News on local 
labour events were replaced by reports of strikes in America and Japan and the labour 

movement in Britain and other European countries. Frequent reference were also made 
on the contrast between the material benefits that would accrue from a successful 
communist "democracy" and that from a capitalist regime. MCP publications such as 

Humanity News, People's Vanguard and Cry of the People were on the whole geared 
towards addressing the public on the World Peace Movement, the growing strength of 
communist countries and their support for the struggle in Malaya, and the revolutionary 
movements in Southeast Asia and the capitalist-dominated countries.38 

33"Minutes of the 12th Commissioner-General's Conference on 6 May 1949", C0717/163/52754. 

34Ibid. 

35Ibid. 

36Ibid. 

37A.D.C. Peterson, Anatomy of Communist Propaganda, 1950-1953, Federation of Malaya, p. 72. 

38Ibid. 
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The timing for the establishment of the central organization which came to be 
known as the Malayan Trade Union Congress (MTUC) was opportune as intelligence 
had been received that communist insurgents were making a come-back into the trade 
union movement. Freedom News, a MCP broadsheet, claimed that the MCP had 
established a preparatory committee in April 1949 for the formation of an underground 
"All-Races, All Trade General Labour Union".39 The objects as the paper pointed out 
included: (a) "to form a united front of workers and to preserve the secrecy of the 
basic organisation"; (b) "to indoctrinate the workers in communist ideology and 

expose the hollowness of yellow labour organisations"; and (c) "to direct the workers' 

struggle towards the destruction of the economic foundation of British imperialism".40 
The broadsheet also pointed out that a manifesto had been issued to party cadres out 

lining an ambitious programme of strikes and meetings for the celebration of May Day 
in 1949. 

There were two problems that remained before the proposed MTUC was set up. 
One was connected with the organizational structure of the organization and the other 
was the question of affiliation to an external trade union body. On the first issue the 

government suggested the formation of a strictly non-political organization in the sense 
that union funds should not be expended on political activities. Its function should 
be consultative and advisory, possessing no executive authority that could be used over 
its constituent member unions. 

The problem of affiliating the MTUC to an external body was largely associated 
with the need to build up a central organization that could withstand the anticipated 
WFTU offensive. The government in this case desired to avoid the impression of giving 
overt assistance to the MTUC and it was thought that the best way was to affiliate 
it to the new world organization of trade unions: the International Confederation of 
Free Trade Unions (ICFTU).41 The immediate problem was that the ICFTU had not 
been established at the time of the formation of the MTUC. The Free World Labour 
Conference was to be convened only in November 1949 and even then it was envisaged 
that it would take at least twelve to eighteen months to establish the Confederation 
and its regional branches.42 To cover the interim period, other alternatives were con 
sidered. The possibility of approaching the Indian National Trade Union Congress 
was considered especially when it was believed at that time to be forming a regional 
organization in Southeast Asia.43 Although the regional organization did not sub 

sequently materialize, the suggestion was dropped without further consideration for 
fear that the Indians in Malaya might be influenced into forming racially exclusive 
unions.44 

The British Trades Union Congress (BTUC), known for its anti-communist stand, 
was eventually considered to be the most appropriate. The Trade Union Adviser, John 

Brazier, well before the formal inauguration of the MTUC in February 1950, had made 
contacts with the BTUC.45 Although the constitution of BTUC did not permit any 

39"Extracts from the Federation of Malaya, Monthly Newsletter, 15 May 1949", C0717/163/52754. 

<?Ibid. 

41"Minutes of the 12th Commissioner-General's Conference on 6 May 1949", C0717/163/52754. 

42B.O. Gidden to Brazier, 7 Sept. 1949, C0717/163/52754. 

43Ibid. 

"ibid. 

45Ibid. 
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affiliation with colonial trade unions, Brazier believed that the matter could be pur 
sued further with the General Council of the BTUC. A closer relationship between the 

MTUC and the BTUC, even though short of affiliation, would not only obtain for 
the former the necessary guidance but would also go a long way in clearing the mis 

understanding over the government's stand on the trade union movement during the 

Emergency.46 

Subsequently, Brazier held informal discussions with Vincent Tewson, the General 

Secretary of the BTUC, and as a result, the BTUC agreed to provide practical assist 
ance to the MTUC whenever possible.47 One form of this assistance was the granting 
of scholarships for the training of Malayan trade unionists in the United Kingdom. 
The MTUC was also allowed to send its delegates as observers to the Free World 
Labour Conference in November 1949. Eventually, when the ICFTU was formed in 

1950, the MTUC became an affiliate with the support of the BTUC.48 
In retrospect, it can be said that the MTUC was a by-product of the anti-communist 

resistance. As a shield against a possible WFTU offensive, its position was ensured 

through affiliation with the ICFTU. The ICFTU, in this respect, had established a 

regional organization in May 1951 with its headquarters in Sri Lanka. According to 
EW. Dalley, the chairman of the delegation appointed by the ICFTU to investigate the 

position of trade unionism in Asia, Malaya and Singapore were among the territories 
that would come under the special jurisdiction of a Asian Regional Organization.49 
Thus, the establishment of the MTUC was not so much in the economic interest of 

promoting industrial relations but more of a political move. It was in no way a trade 
union federation with all the executive and administrative authority to intervene on 

behalf of trade union in labour disputes. It did not even have the status of a trade 
union as it was registered as a society in September 1951 under the Societies Ordinance, 
1946.50 

Colonial Labour Legislation and Counter-Insurgency (1950-59) 

In Malaya, trade union laws were first enacted in 1940 to counteract the MCP 
dominated General Labour Unions (GLUs) which had staged a series of militant strikes 
in Malaya and Singapore immediately after the outbreak of World War Two in Europe. 
Illustrative of the objective of the Trade Union Ordinance 1940 were the remarks 
of the Attorney-General, G. Howell, who in introducing the Bill at the first reading 
declared: 

Responsible leadership so far has not been very apparent in the cases where strikes 

have actually occurred, and it is hoped by means of this legislation to foster the 

right kind of responsible leadership amongst workers and at the same time to 

discourage or reduce such influence as the professional agitator may have had, and 

to reduce the opportunities or the excuse for the activities of such persons.51 

46Ibid. 

47Tel, from J.D. Higham to Gurney, 1 Oct. 1949, C0717/163/52754. 

48S.J. Zaidi, Malaysian Trades Union Congress, 1949-1974, p. 41. 

49E.W. Dalley, "The Prospect for Asian Trade Unionism", Pacific Affairs 24, no. 3 (Sept. 1951): 305. 

50Charles Gamba, The Origins of Trade Unionism in Malaya, A Study in Colonial Labour Unrest 

(Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 1962), p. 406. 
51 
Proceedings of the Straits Settlements Legislative Council, 11 December 1939, B141. 
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The Japanese occupation disrupted the implementation of the Ordinance and it was 

not until the British returned to Malaya that the bill was formally enforced. 
In the immediate postwar period between 1946 and 1948 when the MCP was openly 

mobilizing labour under the leadership of the PMFTU, several legal measures were 

taken to contain the activities of the militant trade unions. Compulsory registration 
was enforced following the implementation of the Trade Union Ordinance in mid-1946. 
Trade unions had to conform to the ruling that two-thirds of the executive officials 
had to come from members engaged in the trade or industry represented by the union 
concerned. The government was aware that the PMFTU leadership dominated the 
labour unions and the hope was that the two-third ruling could sever this connection. 

Government employees were not allowed to participate in unions pertaining to the 

private sector. In the rubber industry, the Law of Trespass was enforced to prevent 
union agitators from holding meetings and organizing estate labourers. Estates and 
mines were declared as private properties and all union officials like any other tres 

passers could be prosecuted under the civil law. The police were given discretionary 
powers to decide on cases of violation and to make the necessary arrests to preserve 
law and order. At the same time the strike momentum was broken by making public 
Chief Justice Willan's court decision that a strike could not constitute a legitimate 
excuse for absence from work and any worker who did so for three consecutive days 
even though for the purpose of carrying out a strike would be deemed to have violated 
his contractual agreement with the employers.52 

What was more significant was the suppression of the FTUS in the wake of a series 
of labour unrest between April and June 1948. The rapid deterioration of the labour 
situation convinced the colonial government the necessity for decisive and immediate 
action against the FTUS and the MCP. In February 1948, the Governor-General, 

Malcolm MacDonald, appointed a committee to consider the banning of the MCP,53 
and F. Gimson, the Governor of Singapore, established another committee to study 
how communism could be effectively counteracted by counter-propaganda in schools, 
trade unions, and youth organizations.54 By May 1948, when the Commissioner for 
Labour reported that political agitators were all out to disrupt the industries, the 

Secretary of State was asked to approve certain proposed amendments to the Trade 
Union Ordinance. 

In effect, the amendments further tightened the trade unions in several ways. Federa 
tions of Trade Unions could be formed only on the basis of similar trades, industries 
and occupations.55 This was intended to destroy the PMFTU which was a general 
labour union consisting of various trades and industries. The officers of a trade union 
or trade union federations, other than the secretary and those officers required by law 
to be actual persons engaged in the industry with which the union was connected, 
should be persons with at least three years experience in such industry or occupation.56 
This clause was aimed at removing all "outsiders" who were in no way connected with 

52H.C. Willan, "Judgment of Chief Justice Willan", 15 Oct. 1947, ISRF 121/1952. 

53F. Gimson to NT. Bourdillon, 7 Feb. 1948, C0717/163/52754. 

54Ibid. 

55R.G.D. Houghton to OAG, Apr. 1948, end. in A. Newboult to G.F. Seal (Colonial Office), 4 Sept. 
1948, C0717/157/522976. 

56Ibid. 
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the industry represented by the union. Thus, political agitators would be automatically 
excluded from membership in the executive union committees. Finally, no person who 
had been convicted of intimidation, extortion or any serious crime was allowed to be 
elected an officer of trade union. The intention of this clause was to empower the 

Registrar of Trade Unions to examine the background of each and every officer of the 
trade unions and to make sure that only approved persons could hold office. 

On the basis of these amendments, the PMFTU and its state Federations were 

banned following the declaration of the Emergency. The majority of the affiliated 
unions were struck off the register on grounds of non-existence, failure to comply with 

statutory requirements or participation in unlawful activities. The number of registered 
unions, as a result, dropped from 277 in 1947 to 163 in 1949 with a corresponding 
fall in membership from 195,113 to 41,305.57 

As the Emergency dragged on until 1955 when the first federal elections were held, 
it was felt that the Trade Union Ordinance should be reviewed within the broader scope 
of self-government and the development of communal politics. It should be noted here 
that the colonial government was preparing Malaya for self-government as a part of 
a strategy to weaken the basis of MCP's contention that its armed struggle was aimed 
at the eradication of imperialism. Although the government still maintained that trade 
unionism should not be associated with politics, it was considered necessary at this 

stage to encourage trade unions to play a role in moderating the development of com 

munal politics. What the government did not want was for trade unions to become 
affiliated to any political party but it could allow trade unionists in their own individual 

capacity to assume executive leadership of non-communal political organizations. 
The apparent widening role of trade unionists, albeit in their individual capacity, 

reflected to some extent the Home Government's desire to review trade union legisla 
tion in the colonial territories. This growing concern that appeared in the early 1950s 

stemmed from the formation of the world organization of non-communist trade unions 
? the ICFTU. The ICFTU had turned its attention to the promotion of unions in 

underdeveloped countries. At the Confederation's second Congress held in Milan in 

July 1951 and attended by 186 representatives from forty-seven countries, an important 
resolution pertaining to underdeveloped countries was approved by the Congress.58 
The resolution confirmed the readiness of the ICFTU to give technical assistance to 

the development of free trade unions in underdeveloped countries. The Congress 

emphasized among the more urgent tasks, the need for freeing trade unions from 

governmental controls, securing the right of collective bargaining and strikes, develop 
ment of social security legislation, civil liberties for all, equality of rights for women 

and the expansion of general and technical education.59 

Following the ICFTU Congress, the British Labour Government sponsored a con 

ference of heads of labour departments of colonial territories in September 1951. At 

the conference, there was unanimous agreement on the point that the role of each 

colonial state was to pass on the British trade union experience to the colonies and to 

guide the development of "a sound and responsible movement" able to play its proper 

51 Annual Report of the Registry of Trade Unions, 1947-1949. 

58"British Trade Unions and International Association", 10 Mar. 1952, p. 12. 

59Ibid. 
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organic part in the democratic structure of the territory".60 Significantly, the con 

ference concluded that depending on the stage of political development in each colonial 

territory, trade unions should be allowed to maintain political funds provided that 
such funds be kept separate from the other funds and that a limit should be imposed 
on the proportion of contributions of members.61 The decisions reached at the Con 

ference, in effect, provided the impetus for another amendment to the existing Trade 
Union Ordinance in Malaya. A new section was added to the Ordinance allowing the 
establishment of trade union political funds for the payment of expenses incurred by 
a candidate for elections to any public office; the holding of any meeting in support 
of such a candidate, and the maintenance of any union member in the Federal Legisla 
tive Council.62 The amendments which were largely in accordance with the United 

Kingdom Trade Unions Act, 1913, were eventually incorporated in the Trade Unions 

(Amendments) Ordinance, 1954. 
The amendment remained very much a matter of principle. For the rest of the 

colonial period no trade union had ever applied for a political fund. On the contrary, 
the apparent concession given to the trade unionists was followed by a further imposi 
tion of restrictive provisions on Malayan trade unionism. These restrictions again 
stemmed from the fear of communism and its influence on trade union developments 
between 1955 and 1957. Official thinking, in this respect, was influenced by the follow 

ing factors. Firstly, the MCP, realizing that its armed struggle was not making any 
headway, had returned to its former "united front" strategy and was seeking liaison 
with mass organizations such as secret societies, political organizations and trade 
unions. Secondly, the Labour Party of Malaya by 1956 had become dominated by the 
Chinese educated, and party leadership, following the example of Singapore, was ready 
to use trade unions to consolidate their position. The Labour Party, assumed a left 

wing political orientation, had called upon the government to recognize the MCP and 
to rescind the Emergency Regulations.63 The demands of the Labour Party, in fact, 
supported the aspirations of the MCP Manifesto of September 1957 which exhorted 
the government to end the Emergency on terms favourable to the MCP. Thirdly, 
Chinese trade unions had revived in 1955 under the leadership of a minority of militant 
trade unionists associated with the Labour Party. There were indications that the 
Chinese-dominated unions were attempting to challenge the Indian-dominated MTUC 

leadership which had so far maintained a policy of non-involvement in politics. The 
more significant of these Chinese unions were the Pan Malaya Rubber Workers Union 
which drew its membership from Chinese estate workers living in the resettlement areas 
known as New Villages, and the National Factory and General Workers' Union 

(NFGWU) which was more of an omnibus union comprising an assortment of workers 
in the manufacturing industries. 

The political implications that surrounded the resurgence of Chinese trade unionism 
on the eve of Malaya's independence brought to light the inadequacy of the existing 

^"Conference of Labour Heads of Departments", ISRF 108/1952. 

61Ibid. 

62J. Prentis to MISR, 5 Feb. 1953, ISRF 1402/1949. 

63"Report on Subversive Activities in Malaya, Oct. 1957, Part II", 18 Nov. 1957, Pahang Secretariat File 
A-9. 
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Trade Union Ordinance in dealing with the problem of communist subversion. The 
omnibus unions had to be checked; the influence of paid professional full-time union 
officials had to be reduced; and the powers of the Registrar of Trade Unions had to 
be strengthened. Significantly, when the Trade Union Ordinance came up for review, 
the task was not given to the Trade Unions Registry or the Labour Department but 
to a specially appointed Working Committee on Counter-Subversion set up by the 

Ministry of Internal Defence and Security. The chairman of the Committee was none 
other than Guy C. Madoc, the Director of Political Intelligence.64 

The main recommendations of the Working Committee included: 

(a) A trade union should be restricted to persons employed in similar trades or 

occupations or in a single industry. The intention here was to supplement section 
58 of the Ordinance which referred directly to the PMFTU and other Federations 
of Trade Unions. The registrar was to decide whether or not persons employed in 

particular trades or occupations were qualified to join a union. 

(b) Paid officials should not be permitted to have a vote or to take executive action 

except under the direction and control of the executive committee. Paid officials 
other than the general secretary should not be eligible for membership of the 
executive committee. 

(c) Office bearers and paid officials should be Malayan citizens except in the case of 
associations which by their nature were required to represent overseas interests. 
In cases where political funds had been established, all office bearers and paid 
officials should be Malayan citizens. 

(d) The registrar should be given adequate powers to ensure that the correct procedure 
was followed when calling a strike. Such powers should include the authority to 

challenge a ballot and to prosecute individuals in the event of falsification of the 
ballot or failure to comply with laid down procedures.65 

The recommendations were readily adopted by the independent Malayan Alliance 
Government and became eventually the basis of the Trade Union Ordinance 1959. The 
Ordinance was, from the very beginning, designed to prevent communist subversion 
of the trade union movement and to ensure industrial peace in the interests of national 
economic development. It is clear that the government was strongly influenced by the 
events of the Emergency and had no intention to allow unions to become militant 

organizations led by political agitators. There is little doubt that the fear of communist 
subversion was vastly exaggerated at the time of independence. This was evidenced 

by the fact that the authorities declared at the Federal Legislature that at the time of 

independence there were as many as 50,000 communists conspiring to subvert Malayan 
institutions with the trade unions as the main targets.66 The government had proposed 
the use of the Emergency Regulations and the Internal Security Act to prevent organized 
labour from being influenced by communists and left-wing sympathizers. Militant 

^Harry Miller, Jungle War in Malaya: The Campaign Against Communism 1948-1960 (London: Arthur 

Barker, 1972), pp. 92-93. 

65"Working Committee on Counter-Subversion: Report on Labour Situation", 15 Feb. 1957, Pahang 
Secretariat File A-17. 

^Martin Rudner, "Malayan Labour in Transition: Labour Policy and Trade Unionism, 1955-1963", 

Modern Asian Studies 1, no. 1 (1973): 24. 

This content downloaded from 91.229.229.44 on Fri, 13 Jun 2014 00:36:48 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Cold War and Trade Unionism in Malaya 73 

unionism was eschewed and the government did not hesitate to use police powers to 
break up militant strikes. The point was firmly delivered to the trade unionists when, 
shortly after independence in 1957, several union officials of the National Union of 

Factory and General Workers were arrested on the charge of propagating communist 
methods and practices. The Union itself was banned and forced to dissolve in 1958. 

Conclusion 

The central purpose of this paper has been to examine how the extension of the 
cold war to Southeast Asia and the necessity to resist communism had shaped the 
nature of the trade union movement in Malaya. The World War, fought over the prin 
ciples of democracy and liberty, released the forces of opposition which challenged the 
restoration of the prewar political and economic order. The inevitable conflict provided 
the setting in Malaya for communist labour mobilization and the subsequent armed 
insurrection following the suppression of MCP sponsored labour unions. The collapse 
of the PMFTU, in turn, sparked off a wave of accusations from British trade unions 
and a WFTU offensive. The colonial government had to rebuild a trade union move 
ment that would not only conform to the expectations of free world trade unionism 

represented by the ICFTU but would also protect organized labour from MCP subver 
sion. This was manifested in the formation of a trade union central organization that 
became a shield to ward off the WFTU offensive and, at the same time, a platform for 

launching pro-government trade unions. Significantly, labour legislation followed the 
same line of approach resulting in the development of a passive and restrictive trade 
union movement. Labour throughout the colonial era was a pawn in the conflict and 
contributed little in determining its own course of development. 
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