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THE COMMUNIST CHALLENGE IN THE MALAYAN 
LABOUR SCENE, SEPTEMBER 1936 - MARCH 1937 

by 

YEO KIM WAH 

For the first time in Malaya, prolonged and large-scale strikes erupted in mines, 
rubber estates and industries in 1936 and 1937. Scholarly research on this pheno- 
menon has been pioneered by an American, J.N. Parmer, and subsequently ex- 
tended by a New Zealander, M.R. Stenson.1 Based on the sources then available to 
researchers, their studies conclude that communists played hardly any role in these 
Malayan strikes. Since then the police and other government documents have 
been made available to scholars, and the time may be ripe for a review of the above 
assessment. This paper therefore, examines the Malayan labour unrest between 
September 1936 and March 1937 with special reference to communist involve- 
ment, and its effects in Malaya to the outbreak of the Pacific War in December 
1941. 

The Setting 
Between the establishmen of British rule in Penang in 1786 and the outbreak of the 
Great Depression in 1930, an unprecedented number of Chinese immigrants from 
Kwangtung, Fukien and Kwangsi came to Malaya in search of economic gains. 
These immigrants were recruited as cheap labour by professional agents engaged by 
lodging houses or more frequently by returned Chinese acting as contractors who 
operated in their own or surrounding villages in China. The transient workers were 
indentured to employers until 1914 when the indenture system was abolished; there- 
after they were obliged to work out their debts incurred in getting them to Malaya. 
In either case they were subject to blatant abuses. Invariably they were cheated 
by 'crooked gambling dens' and forced to pay high interest for advances or exor- 
bitant prices for food, chandu and other goods supplied by contractors. These abuses 
often prolonged the period of their employment under particular bosses or con- 
tractors; indeed, a great many simply failed to free themselves from the financial 
millstones round their necks throughout their stay in Malaya. In the nineteenth 
century the above employment system was sustained and maintained by the more 
wealthy and powerful of the Chinese towkays who were simultaneously heads of 
Chinese triad or secret societies, among the best known of which were the Ghee Hin 
and the Hai San. It was these society bosses who determined the volume of Chinese 
immigration to Malaya - the volume being expanded during booms and con- 

1 J.N. Parmer, 'Chinese Estate Workers' Strikes in Malaya in March 1937', C.D. Cowan (ed.), 
The Economic Development of Southeast Asia , London, 1964, and 'Attempts at Labour Organisa- 
tion by Chinese Workers in certain Industries in Singapore in the 1930s', K.G. Tregonning (ed.), 
Papers on Malayan History , Singapore, 1962; M.R. Stenson, Industrial Conflict in Malaya , Kuala 
Lumpur, 1970. 
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tracted during slumps. They also controlled the distribution of Chinese workers, 
their wage rates and working conditions in the country. For the skilled craftsmen 
additional constraints are exercised by the traditional trade guilds, then allies of 
powerful triad societies. Consisting of masters, journeymen and apprentices, and 
most common among the shoemakers, tailors, goldsmiths and carpenters, these 
guilds performed certain trade-union functions. They settled 'rates of wages, 
hours of work, holidays and terms of apprenticeship' and provided certain social 
amenities as accommodation and funeral benefits for members.2 Under the above 
restrictive employment system Chinese labour had little bargaining power even 
though the trade guilds did offer some form of protection to skilled workers. 

Around the turn of the century social change began to erode a great many of 
the constraints within the Chinese employment system. Along with the extension 
of direct British control over the Chinese community, the triad societies were banned 
in 1890. By the 1920s British action had liberated the bulk of Chinese labour from 
the societies' control. Meanwhile, a Labour Code was enacted in 1912 which elimi- 
nated or at least significantly reduced the abuses mentioned earlier. An increasing 
number of Chinese workers therefore, succeeded in discharging their debts and 
other obligations to employers and contractors. They joined the more mobile per- 
manently-settled Chinese labour force that had begun to emerge in Malaya by the 
1920s as a result of the growth of the local-born Chinese population and Chinese 
acquisition of an economic stake in the country.3 This local pool of Chinese labour 
was far better informed than immigrant Chinese about working conditions in 
Malaya. Being generally free from debts to Chinese contractors, they were also 
more independent and ready to bargain for their service. 

The more mobile Chinese labour force found ample employment openings in 
the expanding economy and, in particular, the industrialisation of Malaya. Econo- 
mic opportunities in turn enhanced labour consciousness. During the early twen- 
tieth century the emergence of the rubber and other industries, side by side with the 
thriving Singapore entrepot trade with its credit and financial institutions, created vital 
changes in the Malayan work environment. Skilled workmen could now secure a 
reasonable wage rate without the trade guild's protection. In any case the modern 
factory, relying on different types of labour, seriously hampered guild organisation 
based on a particular trade and frequently on workers from a single dialect group as 
well. As Gamba pointed out, the above paved the way for the emergence of the mo- 
dern labour union in the 1920s.4 

The above developments were brought to a head, so to speak, by the Malayan 
depression, 1930 - 33. For four harrowing years Chinese (as well as other) workers 
suffered drastic wage slashings and under-or unemployment. The more unfortunates 
were repatriated to China. The immigration restriction law of 1928, a result of the 
Kreta Ayer riots in 1927 and aimed at preventing political undesirables from landing 
in Malaya, was implemented in 1930 to ease the situation. But convinced that the fu- 

2 Monthly Review of Chinese Affairs (henceforth cited as MRCA) June 1939, Colonial Office 273, 
vol.654, file no. 50055, 1939 (henceforth cited as CO 273/654/50055/1939). 

3 Yeo Kim Wah, Political Development in Singapore, Singapore, 1973, pp. 9-10. 
4 C. Gamba, The Origins of Trade Unionism in Malaya, Singapore, 1962, pp. 2 - 3. 
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ture growth of the Malayan economy would be much slower, British officials called 
for more stringent control. The existence of a sizeable pool of local labour was consi- 
dered sufficient to overcome any future drastic labour shortages in the country. In 
1933 the government accordingly enacted the Aliens Ordinance which set an annual 
quota for Chinese immigration to Malaya. No longer could employers continue to 
keep wages down by increasing the volume of Chinese immigration to the country 
during booms. The result was a vast increase in the bargaining power and class con- 
sciousness of Chinese (and other) labour - a development further enhanced by India's 
banning of unskilled Indianlabour immigration to Malaya in 1938. It should also be 
noted that the Aliens Ordinance accelerated the immigration of Chinese women to 
Malaya. Not only was there no quota set against female immigration but the ticket 
fares were substantially cheaper. The growing numbers of Chinese women in turn 
encouraged the expansion of the permanent pool of local labour. It also raised new 
problems such as the payment of maternity benefits - an issue during the strikes in 
1936 - 7. The position in Malaya in 1935 was therefore, that bachelor labour had to 
a significant extent been replaced by family units living either in kongsis or on their 
own and that a stringently controlled Chinese labour market had given way to a 
virtually free one.5 

Meanwhile, the rise of a strong labour movement in China after the First World 
War further boosted Chinese labour consciousness in Malaya. Sun Yat Sen, fully in- 
volved in the founding of a Kuomintang (KMT) - controlled labour federation in 
Kwangtung in the 1920s, urged Malayan Chinese to organise modern labour unions 
to fight for their rights. His advice was readily accepted as a great many Chinese came 
from Kwangtung, while others fell in line as part of their support for China's national 
goals. Understandably, many labour unions consisting exclusively of employees were 
formed at this time and were permitted registration under the Societies Ordinance 
after 1928. Around 1925 Malayan communists began to organise unions among Chi- 
nese workers through the formation of illegal mutual benefit associations. They aimed 
not only at uplifting worker welfare but also at bringing about the eventual destruction 
of British colonial rule and the capitalist system. Towards this end, communist activists 
established the Nanyang General Labour Union in May 1926. This organisation 
started with five Malayan labour unions with around 1,000 workers but by April 1927 
had forty-two unions with 5,000 to 6,000 members in Netherlands East Indies, Siam, 
Sarawak and especially in Malaya. In Malaya these unions were small and led by 
almost exclusively Hainanese leaders. Following the formation of the Malayan Com- 
munist Party (MCP) in 1930 the above labour federation was renamed the Malayan 
General Labour Union (MGLU) and was affiliated to the Pan-Pacific Trade Union 
Secretariat, a satellite body of the Comintern. Communist unions however were 
weakened by ruthless police attacks, lack of leaders, financial difficulties, and the com- 
plete disruption of the MCP in the early 1930s. The position of the MCP andits labour 
unions was thus explained during the Third Representative Conference in April 1930: 

'As a matter of fact the organisation is only confined to a portion of the Chinese 
race, namely Hailams, thus causing uneven development of organisation. 

5 W.L. Blythe, Methods and Conditions of Employment of Chinese Labour in the Federated Malay 
States, Kuala Lumpur, 1938, p.4. 
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The anti-imperialist movement has not been spread far and wide and the influence 
of the party among the masses is not strong. 

Only a small number of labourers in Malaya are in our Party while a majority are 
under the influence of the Yellow Labour Unions'.6 

In short, compared with the more fundamental forces at work, communist promotion 
of labour organisation paled in importance and up to 1936 the MGLU exercised no 
influence over the great majority of the labour unions. 

In 1934 the MCP experienced a new lease of life through re-establishing contact 
with the Comintern apparatus in Shanghai. 'D. Ling', a Comintern agent of consider- 
able ability, came to Singapore and became the driving force behind communist re- 
organisation from March to October 1 934.7 Party branches were established in all states 
and given a formal organisational foundation by the adoption of a MCP constitution. 
In June 1934 the MCP also received a document apparently written by Earl Browder, 
an American Comintern agent in Shanghai, which among other things urged the party 
to 'expand [its] recruiting ground by obtaining the sympathy of the working class of 
all nationalities in Malaya'. As we shall see, this document became the basis of the 
subsequent MCP vocational united front policy. Communist progress however, was 
impeded by the severance of the Comintern link early in 1935. To make matters worse, 
the moderate leadership came under strong criticisms from a leftist group who advo- 
cated a militant policy of direct assault on the British position in Malaya. The 
latter were blamed by the Central Committee for the successive arrests of the party 
chairmen in December 1935 and March 1936. A purge was accordingly launched 
early in 1936 and Loi Teck, a Comintern agent, was reportedly sent to Malaya to 
settle the leadership struggle. 

The party split was resolved in a conference of the Fifth Enlarged Central Execu- 
tive Committee held in Muar, Johore, from 1st to 8th September 1936. At this meet- 
ing the fourteen representatives from Singapore, Johore, Penang and Selangor adop- 
ted a policy on September 3rd entitled 'To Struggle for the Establishment, Consolida- 
tion and Expansion of the Anti-Imperialist United Front.'8 In general the policy 
sought to create a national united front to stir discontent among the various races in 
Malaya. Ultimately the party hoped to mobilise the masses (including the petty bour- 
geoisie) to topple the colonial government and set up a communist Malayan Republic. 
In particular, the policy aimed at organising a vocational united front apparently 
along the guidelines set out in Browder's document. This front was intended 'to give 
forceful effect to the workers' movement for high wages and better working condi- 
tions.' Communists were urged to exploit the labour situation because workers were 
suffering from 'low wages, long hours and abuses by contractors and sub-contractors' 
at a time of returning prosperity in Malaya. In doing so, they should also merge workers' 
desire for better economic welfare with the MCP anti-colonial struggle. Communists 

6 MRCA January 1931, enclosure to Clementi to Colonial Office 11.2.1931 (National Library of 
Singapore Collection). 7 Review of Communism in Malaya during 1934, CO 273/616/59147 (1)/1936; also C.B. McLane, 
Soviet Strategies in Southeast Asia , Princeton, 1966, p.201. 8 Filed in Selangor Secretariat File (henceforth cited as SSF) General 622/1937. 
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were directed 'to push on the anti-capitalist labour movement and to develop it from 
an economic struggle into a revolutionary movement against Imperialism'. To attain 
the above goals, communists were told to penetrate existing labour organisations and 
especially, to concentrate on building up 'Red' (Communist) and 'Grey' (Communist- 
dominated) unions 'on a factory, mine, plantation and wharf basis'. Special attention 
was to be devoted to 'railway shops and centres such as Sentul and Singapore, the most 
important tin mines and smelters, rubber factories and plantations such as the region 
of Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh and Seremban, the shipping lines and wharves in Singapore, 
Penang and Malacca, and in the Singapore Naval Base'.9 Under the new policy each 
communist-controlled union would seek registration under the Societies Ordinance. 
The consequent legal labour movement would then come under the MGLU directed 
by party itself. 

In October 1936 two trusted members of the MCP Central Committee, Chan Han 
and Chiù Tong, were despatched from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur to act on the many 
decisions of the September conference.10 One key decision concerned party reorgani- 
sation. Hitherto, the Central Committee was located and run by leaders resident in 
Singapore. Mainland members served as channels through which party directives 
reached the local and town committees responsible for conducting activities and relaying 
feedbacks to Singapore. The police suppression of the communist networks in the 
early 1930 however, had so impaired the Central Committee that it no longer wielded 
adequate control over party branches in the mainland.11 To overcome this and give 
the party a strong sense of direction, essential to the implementation of the newly 
adopted policy, the MCP Central Committee decided to break into two. Singapore and 
Johore would come under the charge of a Southern Central based in Singapore. Pe- 
nang, Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan and Malacca would be entrusted to the care 
of a Northern Central located in Kuala Lumpur. In December 1936 the Northern 
Central was established under Chiù Tong and consisted largely of the leading Selangor 
communists.12 As we shall see, it was this body that became the driving force behind 
the Selangor strikes of 1937. 

Chiù Tong and Chan Han likewise set up a Malayan Racial Emancipation League 
with its headquarters in Kuala Lumpur in October 1936. Run by a committee of Chi- 
nese, Indian and Malay comrades, this League made hardly any headway in winning 
multi-racial support. More pertinent to the new policy, the headquarters of the MGLU 
was shifted from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur in December 1936.13 The intention 
was to locate the MGLU near to the centre of the future labour agitation and unrest 
in the Malay States. Led by Chiù Tong, the MGLU intensified its policy of forming 
'red' worker cells in the pineapple, building, match-making, rubber-goods and other 
factories in Selangor. The most successful unions formed by March 1937 were the 
Coal Workers' Union in the Malayan Collieries at Batu Arang, the Pineapple Cutters' 

9 Extract from Straits Settlements Police Journal 30 April 1937, ibid. 
10 Memo by Director, Criminal Intelligence, Kuala Lumpur, undated, ibid. 
11 Political Intelligence Journal of the Straits Settlements Police Special Branch, supplement no.l 

of 1937, CO 273/630/50147 (1)/1937. 12 Statement by Agent no. 2. 3.4.37, SSF General 622/1937. 13 Extract from Straits Settlements Police Journal of September 1936, ibid. 
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Benevolent Association at Klang and the Rubber Workers' Union at Kajang. In Singa- 
pore a 'Unification Committee', seeking to organize multi-racial unions, succeeded in 
setting up a Hawkers' Union, a Building Workers' Union, a 'Red Labour Union' in 
the Singapore Traction Company and a 'Grey Labour Union' among a hundred 
mechanics. Most of the above unions, as discussed later, played a vital part in the 
strikes that occurred between September 1936 and March 1937. 

The MCP could not have adopted a vocational united front policy at a more 
auspicious time. Communists were able to promote this policy by exploiting the wide- 
spread grievances among workers engaged under the Chinese contract system. This 
was the standard mode of engaging and controlling Chinese in the rubber estates and 
mines, although artisans and other skilled workers in mines were usually directly 
employed by managers. The same system prevailed in the building industry, the ports 
and even in some of the modern factories, such as sawmills, in the urban areas. In the 
pineapple-canning industry, for example, the workers in the eight departments in the 
factory were recruited, supervised and paid by eight contractors. When contractors 
simultaneously managed more than one group of workers in estates or elsewhere they 
not infrequently sub-contracted their operations. Under the contract system in the 
mid- 1930s, the contractor recruited his workers, as a rule, from the lodging houses in 
Malaya and supervised them in their tasks. Generally he received a lump-sum payment 
once or twice a month from the management based on the output of the workers under 
his charge. After deducting a certain percentage from the payment, he remunerated 
his men accordingly. Understandably, the amount deducted included his general ex- 
penses as well as the wages of his clerks, cooks and, at times, kepalas (headmen). 
Usually this was a considerable sum. 

One of the iniquities of the contract system was the general neglect of workers' 
welfare and living conditions. As the contractor engaged the labourers, he was made 
the employer under the Labour Code. Legally he was obliged to provide certain social 
amenities to workers such as the provision of proper accommodation, sanitary arrange- 
ments and water supplies. In practice these were provided, albeit haphazardly, by the 
estate, the mine or the factory. During the depression kongsi houses in mines and es- 
tates were left to rot and nothing had been done since to repair the revages of those 
difficult years. In 1938 Blythe reported that accommodation and sanitary arrangement 
in mines left 'ample room for improvement'.14 In most rubber estates the kongsi houses 
were in a most dilapidated state of conditions. In the Tanah Merah Estate in Negri 
Sembilan, an extremely bad example, the latrine of the kongsi house had collapsed and 
left unrepaired. The 130 inhabitants slept in one corner of the kongsi house because 
the roof leaked. Conditions elsewhere were superior but filth surrounded the kongsi 
houses in a large number of the estates. In one Negri Sembilan estate the coolie houses 
were 'well constructed and airy' but 'were simply hemmed in with filth and dirt and 
swarms of flies pounced on the rice which the tappers were eating.'15 But contractors 
cared little about living conditions in the estates or the mines, so long as these did 

14 W.L. Blythe, p. 25. 15 Estate Inspections in Negri Sembilan: Observations and Conclusions 1937, Negri Sembilan Secre- 
tariat File (henceforth cited as NSSF) 709/1937. 
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not depress their earnings. The attitudes of managers were no better, preoccupied as 
they were in the case of rubber estates with the living conditions of Indian labourers. 
Their indifference was explained away on the grounds that they were unable to con- 
verse in Chinese or that Chinese resented interference into their affairs by outsiders. 
Nor did British officials act to improve the situation. The Chinese labourer was left 
alone, Governor Thomas explained, because he 'has always been able to take care of 
himself. When he has been dissatisfied with the treatment he has received, whether di- 
rect from his employer or at the hands of a contractor, he has gone to his empoyer or 
to the [Chinese] Protectorate and got his complaint adjusted or has indulged in a 
peaceful strike'.16 Little wonder that the Chinese Protectorate was neither sufficiently 
interested nor equipped with enough men to closely supervise and inspect the contract 
system. In short the workers were left in benign neglect - and in deep resentment- 
during the immediate post-depressiom years. 

The contractor was, of course, no longer as powerful in the employment system 
as previously. His financial hold on labour had been drastically impaired as the re- 
cruits from the lodging houses no longer commenced work in a state of indebtedness. 
Still he was the stronger of the two parties and continued, albeit less blatantly, to ex- 
ploit labour. In certain ways the depression had had the effect of strengthening his 
authority over workers. The austerity drive then led to a drastic reduction in Euro- 
pean staffs engaged in mines and estates. For instance, the 3800-acre Temiang Estate 
in Negri Sembilan cut its European staff from six officers to two. It was not common 
therefore, for a manager to take charge of more than two or three estates after the 
depression. Supervision of estates became more difficult and lax, and the manager 
was thrown back into greater dependence on the contractor. He found it harder to 
try to exercise control over the size of the task assigned to workers usually he did not 
even know what wage rate was paid the workers because the contractor kept his ac- 
count books in Chinese. It was therefore, not uncommon for the contractor to under- 
pay the labourers.17 The lack of supervision tended also to encourage another fairly 
widely practised abuse in rubber estates. Under the contract system the manager first 
paid the contractor who in turn remunerated the labourers. Usually labourers were 
kept informed of the dates of such payment by a notice posted in the estate. During 
the early post-depression years the hard-pressed and over-worked manager frequently 
overlooked this. Many contractors conveniently forgot to pay the labourers and after 
a few months absconded and disappeared. In such cases the victims often appealed 
to the Chinese Protectorate in vain. 

The last abuse also occurred in mines, some factories and quite often in the buil- 
ding industry. When a building contractor absconded he could not be prosecuted be- 
cause the sub-contractors were the employers under the Labour Code. In such a case 
it was usually futile to take legal action because the sub-contractors were too poor to 
make good the losses suffered by the victims. This iniquity was all the more serious in 
view of the multiplicity of sub-contractors in the industry. The Secretary for Chinese 
Affairs thus described the Singapore example: 

16 S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 17 Estate Inspections in Negri Sembilan: Observations and Conclusions 1937, NSSF 709/1937. 
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'It is the system of sub-contracting that is the great evil of the building industry. 
Of the 9,000 building labourers in Singapore none are employed by the principals, 
that not more than 1 ,000 are employed by the contractors, that 5,000 are employed 
by sub-contractors, 2,500 by second sub-contractors and the remainder by third 
sub-contractors. Many of these sub-contractors are only brokers who take the 
work at, say, ten cents a yard and sub-let it at nine cents a yard. Most of the 
smaller sub-contractors are only head labourers whose only capital is their own 
pay.'18 

Under this system the sub-contractors were compelled to exploit the labourers as 
much as possible because of the diminishing returns at each level of sub-letting. 

The depression adversely affected labourers in many estates in another way. It was 
common practice under the contract system for contractors to supply labourers with 
food, sundries and other goods. To continue in this business during the slump many 
contractors were compelled to rely on loans from shopkeepers in the nearby towns. 
The former in turn agreed to buy goods only from the particular shopkeepers con- 
cerned and to sell them to their labourers at exorbitant prices.19 In a great many estates, 
especially those in remote areas, labourers usually shopped in the contractor's kongsi 
house. Convenience was only partly responsible for this. Frequently workers did this 
to avoid offending the contractor and being saddled with difficult tasks of work. 
Hence, during the immediate post-slump days a large proportion of the labourers' 
earnings in many estates was re-circled to the contractor through the village shop. 
In the particularly badly affected estates in Rompin and Bahau, Negri Sembilan, forty 
per cent of the labourers were reported indebted to contractors even on pay days. 
Whether the depression similarly impinged on workers in the other industries is not 
known. It is clear however, that contractors continued to overcharge workers for the 
supply of food and other goods in the building and mining industries and in some 
modern factories. In the mining industry contractors also charged interest on advance 
and payment for bed planks as well as clerks' and cooks' wages. As was the mining 
customs in the industry, the payment of wage balances was perked at ninty-eight per 
cent. In the pineapple industry, labourers were burdened with payment for so many 
items - rent, opium, clothes, gloves, coffin-money - that they usually were unable 
to estimate the size of their wage packets. Not infrequently contractors cheated them 
by falsifying the accounts.20 In short, by the 1930s the contract system of employment 
had to a significant extent alienated Chinese labour in the country. 

By the mid- 1930s employers and contractors had to face a more class-concious 
and knowledgeable Chinese labour force. In a circular to government officials in 1937 
Sir Shenton Thomas, the Governor-High Commissioner of Malaya, explained: 

'Conditions today are different. The number of educated Chinese is rapidly in- 
creasing. They tend more and more to compare themselves with Europeans. They 
read the papers, and much that appears in the European Press is reproduced in 

« MRCA September 1936, CO 273/615/50055 Pt III/1936. 19 Estate Inspections in Negri Sembilan: Observations and Conclusions 1937, NSSF 709/1937. 20 MRCA September 1936, CO 273/615/50055 Pt III/1936. 
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the vernacular papers. Labour today knows much more about the conditions of 
industry than was known a few years ago. It knows this, either through the Press 
or from educated men.'21 

To a crucial extent this may be traced to the spread of Chinese education in Malaya 
and China, which had produced a sizeable pool of educated Chinese workers with a 
deeper knowledge of Malayan and world conditions. They read publications by the 
'Proletariat Literature Movement' in China, 1 928- 1 93 1 . Many 'Proletariat' books came 
by way of Shanghai to Malaya and similar articles were reprinted in the local Chinese 
newspapers. Influenced by Russian communist ideas, these publications discussed 
the oppression of the working class and the evils of capitalism. They helped stir labour 
conciousness and induced educated Chinese to adopt a less accommodating attitude 
towards the 'capitalists'.22 Through the newspapers and other publications educated 
Chinese also learned about labour struggles and the growing labour movements in 
Europe. Great indeed were their impressions when they read about workers scoring 
victory after victory in strikes that rocked European countries in 1936. This, they felt, 
could be repeated in Malaya in view of the labour shortage that had already resulted 
from the operation of the Aliens Ordinance. Indeed, this was the message pounded 
home by labour leaders and communist agitators in a great many of the Malayan 
strikes in 1936 and 1937. The outlook and much of the knowledge of educated Chinese 
invariably spread to the general Chinese labour force through the mass media and ease 
in communication. The daily Chinese newspaper, for instance, was frequently found 
in the kongsi house and there on many an evening a better-educated man would 
expound on what he read therein to his fellow workers sitting around him. On the 
other hand, the ubiquitous, usually cheap Japanese-made bicycle had enabled 
workers to conduct and sustain continuous interactions with their fellows in the 
neighbourhood.23 By the mid-1930s Chinese workers had come to ignore with equani- 
mity warnings or threats by employers or government officials that 'unreasonable' 
pay demands would lead either to their replacement by Indian coolies or to a flood 
of new immigrants who would depress the wage level. 

Labour demands in 1936 and 1937, however, were far from exorbitant and unrea- 
sonable. The truth is the deprsseion had forced wages down to the bare subsistance 
level in the rubber, mining and other industries. In fact, Chinese labourers in rubber 
estates were often paid less than Indian coolies during the depression - a fact that 
ironically caused a substantial increase in the Chinese estate labour force. Many rubber 
estates such as those belonging to the Guthrie group had Indians repatriated to India 
at government expenses and then engaged Chinese.24 Drastic wage cuts and other dif- 
ficulties were however, accepted by Chinese workers as inevitable exigencies of the 
time. Commensurate wage increases were expected to follow the return of prosperity 
to the country. The economic gloom started to lift in 1934. The prices of Malayan 
exports such as tin and rubber rose sharply - in the case of rubber to one shilling 

21 S. Thomas to British Residents 31.3.1937, NSSF 709/1937. 22 MRCA June 1939, CO 273/654/50055/1939. 23 W.L. Blythe, p.3. 24 S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
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PART II, 1976 COMMUNIST INVOLVEMENT IN MALAYAN LABOUR STRIKES: 1936 

per pound in 1936-1937, an increase of 250 per cent. But while the cost of living had 
also risen, the expected wage bonanza was nowhere to be seen. Some workers were 
given inadequate concessions such as the rubber tappers in Kajang in Selangor who 
had their daily wage rate pushed up from forty-seven to sixty or sixty-five cents in 
1936, or the Singapore building workers who enjoyed a twenty-five per cent increase in 
1934. Others like pineapple factory and mining workers were ignored. Employers were 
enjoying attractive profits for the first time in years and were preoccupied with issues 
other than wage increase such as the rehabilitation of their businesses. To borrow the 
Governor's phrase, 'the slump mentality' had lasted too long among them.25 Cons- 
cious of their enhanced bargaining power and irked by the slump wages they laboured 
under, Chinese workers began to strike for better deals on an unprecendented scale. 
The strike movement commenced with skilled workers such as carpenters and printers 
in 1934, climaxed with the rubber tappers and coal mine coolies in March 1937, and 
spilled beyond thereafter. As the Sin Chew Jit Poh rightly asserted, the immediate 
and most important cause of the strikes was employers' failure to pay workers 'a proper 
wage'. 

The Strikes 

Against the above background night soil and municipal council coolies, bus workers 
and building labourers, pineapple cutters and fitters went on strike late in 1936 in Singa- 
pore. Of relevance to the theme of this paper were the stoppages by pineapple and 
building workers in Singapore and South Johore. On September 9th pineapple cutters 
in the Whatt Hin Factory downed tools and were soon joined by some 1,500 workers 
in twelve other pineapple factories. They demanded improved working conditions 
and the restoration of the pre-slump payment of eighty-seven per cent of the standard 
wage rate from the present fifty-seven per cent. Another demand, strongly opposed 
by the employers, called for the registration of a union named the Singapore Pineapple 
Cutters' Benevolent Association. The pineapple Packers' Agency, representing the 
employers, refused to concede to a wage increase on the ground that this would have 
so increased the prices of Malayan pineapple that the market would invariably be 
lost to its Japanese or Formosan competitors.26 To an important extent, the employers' 
hands were tied by the high cost of the contract system. One Colonial Office official 
however, suspected that employers intended 'to take it out of the employees' for the 
additional expenses incurred by improved canning conditions demanded by recent 
laws.27 The strike therefore continued. On September 12th 400 pineapple cutters 
appealed to the Chinese Protectorate in vain and then threatened to camp outside 
the Protectorate They dispersed when police units arrived. 

Meanwhile, on September 1 1th construction labourers ceased work in A.G. Dobb 
and Company in South Johore. Three days later, the strike had escalated to rope in 
other workers in Johore as well as those employed in constructing the Singapore Civil 
Aerodome, the Naval Base, and the Changi and Gilman Barracks. Among the demands 

25 Ibid. 
26 MRCA September 1936, CO 273/61 5/50055/Pt III/1936. 
27 Minutes by E.M. Gent 21.9.36, CO 273/620/50336/1936. 
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were a fifty per cent increase in wage, improved working conditions and an end to the 
blatant abuses inherent in the contract system. Communist agitators however, pur- 
portedly concentrated on the demand for the registration of a Singapore Building 
Labourers' Association. In the midst of the strike communist agents successfully 
robbed the manager of A.G. Dobb and Company of the workers' monthly pay packet 
of $8,700, reportedly in pursuit of a MCP resolution calling for fund-raising for the 
party by 'robberies, smuggling, kidnapping and lotteries'.28 In any case, a settlement 
of the strikes was hindered by workers' insistence on the acceptance of all the demands. 
On September 17th hundreds of strikers surrounded the Chinese Protectorate in an 
orderly and well-organised demonstration. 'The crowd', reported the Protectorate, 
"was controlled with ropes so as not to block the streets, food was distributed, and 
even a megaphone was produced for the use of the speakers . . . speeches and communi- 
ty singing continued unabated late into the night'.29 But at dawn the following mor- 
ning police units scuttled the crowd with a fire hose and arrested twenty-six, half of 
whom were later charged with being members of an unlawful assembly. The climax 
of the strikes thus passed. By September 28th both pineapple cutters and construction 
workers had started to resume work. 

Neither the pineapple cutters nor the building workers secured their key demands. 
The pre-slump rate was not restored for the former, while the latter did not get a fifty 
per cent rise in pay. Nor were the Singapore Pineapple Cutters' Benevolent Association 
and the Singapore Building Labourers' Association registered. But they continued to 
be active among the respective workers. The strikers were granted some wage increase, 
charged a lower price for food and other items, assured of an eight-hour working day 
and bi-monthly payments of wages. Perhaps more important, employers became 
acutely conscious, after the strike, of the evils of multiple sub-contractings in the 
building industry and undertook to curb abuses. They agreed to engage only approved 
sub-contractors from a register to be kept by the Chinese Protectorate.30 Some of the 
employers even attempted to eliminate the second and third sub-contractors from the 
system. No law was enacted however, to outlaw sub-contracting in the building indus- 
try, and the practice continued to be widespread throughout the 1930s.31 Still, to the 
construction and pineapple factory workers, the September stoppages were a success. 

Economic causes alone would have brought about these strikes in Singapore 
and South Johore. Nonetheless, what actually occurred convinced the Police Special 
Branch that it was the Singapore General Labour Union which organised the Septem- 
ber stoppages. The two strikes purportedly marked the start of the implementation of 
a resolution, passed in the MCP Central Executive Committee conference in Muar in 
September, which targeted fifty strikes in Malaya for the last quarter of 1936.32 Hence, 

28 Political Intelligence Journal of the Straits Settlements Police Speciel Branch, supplement no. 1 
of 1937, CO 273/630/50147 (D/1937. 29 MRCA September 1936, CO 273/615/50055 Pt III/1936. 30 S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 14.10.36, CO 273/620/50336/1936. 31 In 1938 Blythe recommended that in the building industry the principal contractor should be 
made legally liable to pay wages in excess of fourteen days due to contract labourers so that the 
latter would not be victimised in case sub-contractors absconded. W.L. Blythe, p.50. However 
this was not acted upon before World War II. 

32 Extract from Straits Settlements Police Journal September 1936, SSF General 622/1937. 
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a MCP document described the September incidents as 'the first of the strike waves'. 
Even the Chinese Protectorate which, as we shall see, was usually sceptical of allega- 
tions of communist involvement in labour unrest, regarded the September stoppages 
as 'part of the same movement' and admitted that they were partly caused by politi- 
cal reasons. According to the police, communist influence on pineapple cutters was 
exercised through the Singapore Pineapple Cutters' Benevolent Association whose 
'principal promoter' was the actual 'leader' of the strike. He and four others who 
led the strikes were 'agitators with communist leanings ... known to the police for 
some time'.33 Their arrest by the police vitally helped to terminate the strike. A 
sequence that followed was that the foreman of the Whatt Hin Pineapple Fac- 
tory, who brooded no communist inteference in September, was shot dead in 
November by the chairman of the Communist Domestic Servants' Union.34 In 
the case of the building workers' strike, it is not altogether surprising that the 
leaders fought so hard for the registration of the Singapore Building Labourers' 
Association. This union was organised by the MCP in 1935 and its application for 
registration had already been rejected by the government in June 1936. Through 
this organisation Chiù Tong, a leader of the union's committee, had helped foster 
unrest among construction labourers for some time. During the strike he was sent on 
a rather unsuccessful mission to instigate Selangor and Negri Sembilan construction 
workers to cease work and to raise funds for the Singapore union. Chiù Tong was 
also the brain and organiser behind the highly effective demonstration in front of 
the Chinese Protectorate on September 17th. For his role in the above strike, he was 
promoted to the MCP Central Executive Committee35 and in October was despatched 
with Chan Han northward to carry out the united front policy in Selangor. Police 
and other documents provide no clear evidence that the MCP did actually initiate 
the September stoppages but sufficiently establish the fact that communist agents 
played an active role in furtherance of their vocational united front policy. 

With the despatch of Chiù Tong and Chan Han northward in October 1936, com- 
munist attention came to be focused on the situation in Selangor. For the next two 
months communist leaders were enmeshed in party reorganisation or in setting up 
or reviving 'Red' unions in the state as discussed earlier. Before they were ready to act, 
mining workers started to strike in November 1936. The first major incident occurred 
in the Malayan Collieries in Batu Arang on November 14th where labour discontent 
had already captured MCP attention. On November 9th Chan Han arrived in the 
collieries to study the situation on the spot and set up a union.36 Three days later 
however, a general strike erupted, provoked by an European mining Inspector 
calling in a police party to disperse a worker meeting convened to formulate de- 
mands for improved working conditions and wage increase. This badly organised 
affair, in the face of the employer's adamant opposition, managed only to secure a 

83 MRCA September 1936, CO 273/615/50055 Pt III/1936. 34 Political Intelligence Journal of the Straits Settlements Police Special Branch, supplement no. 1 
of 1937, CO 273/630/50147 (1)/1937. 35 Political History of Chiù Tong certified correct by J.P. Pennefather Evans, Director, Special 
Branch, Straits Settlements Police, undated, SSF General 622/1937. 36 Extract from the Straits Settlements Police Journal November 1936, ibid. 
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ten per cent wage increase. The workers resumed work on November 20th. A few days 
later the 'strike wave' moved to the Sungei Besi Mine in Sungei Besi and early in 
December to the Thong San Mine and the Hong Fatt Mine in Serdang. More or less 
the same demands as those presented by the Batu Arang workers were submitted to 
the employers. At one point the police arrest of four communist agitators in the 
Sungei Besi Mine provoked an unsuccessful march by 500 trunk coolies to Kuala 
Lumpur to demand their release. By early December 1936 the strikes had all been 
settled with the workers securing some wage increases and improved working con- 
ditions. 

The Chinese Protectorate rightly attributed the strikes in the Selangor mining 
industry to employers' failure to raise wages at a time of renewed prosperity. When 
the labour unrest erupted communist agents were still in the process of setting up an 
effective organisational network in the state. Nonetheless, communist agents did try 
to exploit the situation in the mines. A communist, Pang Siow Lin, donated $100 to 
the strikers, a sum collected from pineapple cutters in Klang, and a GLU agent, Wong 
Seong, was arrested at Hong Fatt Mine with a GLU document detailing terms for 
settlement.37 But the key man in the situation, Chan Han, remained an observer in 
the Malayan Collieries throughout the incidents. Once the Batu Arang strike was 
over however, he effectively exploited the greater sense of labour unity and organised 
the collieries workers into a Coal Workers' Union (CWU). To Chan Han the Batu 
Arang affair was sadly deficient in leadership, organisation and determination. From 
this he evolved guidelines on future strikes and formulated a more militant policy, 
both of which were endorsed by the MCP Northern Central and subsequently imple- 
mented.38 The first phase of the Selangor 'strike wave', one may conlude, saw com- 
munists exploiting and gaining insights into labour unrest and establishing the 
CWU that was to play a crucial role in the communist challenge in Batu Arang 
in March 1937. 

The second phase of the Selangor strikes involved urban factory workers - en- 
gine drivers and foundry workers, shoe makers and rubber factory hands, sawmill 
workers, pineapple cutters and match makers - between early December 1936 and 
mid-March 1937. Initially the central demand called for the restoration of pre-slump 
wage rates or pay increases. Soon another key demand was added insisting on an un- 
dertaking from employers that neither labour leaders nor strikers would be sub- 
sequently dismissed. Past experience had aroused fear that once work resumed, the 
employers would replace them with cheaper immigrant workers from Singapore. 
Together with the demand for an eight-hour day, the above constituted the main 
bones of contention between workers and employers. The lesser issues concerned 
improved working conditions which, the Chinese Protector felt, should have been 
effected in the public interests.39 A readiness for peaceful negotiation and a spirit of 

37 Report by the Director Criminal, Intelligence, FMS, undated, enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. 
Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 38 Report by Director, Criminal Intelligence, FMS undated, enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby- 
Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 39 Memorandum by A.N. Goode, Assistant Secretary to Selangor Resident, 10.3.1937, SSF General 
735/1936. 
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give-and-take between the interested parties characterised most of the eleven strikes. 
Thus recorded the Chinese Protector of one hectic round of negotiation between 
engine drivers and their employer in January 1937: 

The representatives [of the strikers and the employer] after argument came down 
to $14. 1 expected the affair to follow the usual lines and was waiting for the ap- 
propriate moment to step in and suggest splitting the difference and settling at 
$12 which I considered was the right figure. However, the miners did some 
quick arguing with the representatives and modified the original principal. The 
representatives accepted the following terms and [the strike ended]'.40 

In nearly all the strikes workers won substantial concessions, though after 'a protrac- 
ted struggle' in a few cases. 

In summing up the second phase of the Selangor labour unrest, the Chinese Pro- 
tector of Selangor wrote, 'It appears that in all the eleven strikes the ends of the 
strikers were purely economic. There does not seem to have been any political organi- 
sation behind their efforts'.41 The Special Branch however, believed their agents 
planted in communist organisations, that the strikes by pineapple cutters and rubber 
factory hands were initiated and directed by members of the 'Klang Division of the 
Communist Party'. These agents also reported that except for the wage question 
(which varied a great deal), the other demands presented in identical form to employers 
were drafted by Lee, Chairman of the Northern Central.42 Whatever the case may be, 
communist influence had, by this time, penetrated deeper among a considerable section 
of the urban labour in Selangor - an understandable development in view of MCP 
policy and the absence of capable independent labour leaders. The police were probably 
right in believing that this was reflected in the aggressive and determined manner 
with which the strikes at the Shum Yuk Leung Factory and the Malayan Rubber 
Works in Klang and the Elkayes Match Factory in Port Swettenham were conducted. 
One may even say in the case involving the two pineapple factories in Klang that 
Pang Siow Lin and other communist emissaries from Singapore probably did insti- 
gate the cutters to cease work early in December 1936. They helped direct the strikes 
and once the affairs were settled, Pang and a GLU activist, Bong Kuang, organised 
a union covering both factories called the Pineapple Cutters' Benevolent Associa- 
tion. The constitution of this body was based on that of the Singapore union dis- 
cussed earlier. An affiliate of the MGLU, it was intended to promote the MCP voca- 
tional united front policy and serve as 'a centre for the distribution of communist 
literature and a recruiting ground for direct entry into the Communist Party'.43 From 

40 Memorandum on Increases in Wages of Engine Drivers on Mines by N. Grice, Acting Chinese 
Protector of Selangor, 31.1.1937, ibid. 

41 Memorandum by A.N. Goode, Assistant Secretary of Selangor, 10.3.1937, ibid. 
42 One police agent asserted that Lee, a teacher, drafted the demands of the estate and other strikes. 

This seems unlikely as Lee, the teacher, was only a propagandist and a subscription-collector. 
It seems that the other agents were right in believing that the demands were drafted by Lee, the 
Chairman of Northern Central. 

43 A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at Pudu Goal beginning on 
26.7.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 
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this jcentre, communist activists took supporting measures for strikers in other fac- 
tories and later for those in the rubber estates and the Malayan Collieries in March 
1937. 

The third phase of the Selangor labour unrest opened with the rubber estate 
strike in Kajang early in March 1937. For some time communist activists were aware 
of the widespread discontent among estate labourers over the virtual absence of any 
wage increase. Concessions won by mining and other workers since 1936 only rendered 
the situation more intensely restive.44 But communist agents had yet to penetrate the 
estates and set up an organisation among the tappers. According to police sources, 
Fong Sang, a short and apparently reticent communist leader, understandably failed 
in the first attempt in February or early March to mount a general strike in the estates. 
The more skilful Chiù Tong then took over and manipulated the situation more 
subtly and cautiously. He began by grouping the leading MCP and GLU activists into 
a twelve-men committee subsequently known as the Kajang Strike Committee. These 
activists then scattered among the workers to incite and marshall support for a general 
work stoppage. No mention was made about the Rubber Workers' Union (RWU) they 
intended to form lest this scared away tappers. By early March the ground had been 
sufficiently prepared and Chiù Tong issued the order to commence action. A list of 
nineteen demands purportedly drafted by Lee, Chairman of the Northern Central, and 
subsequently submitted to other employers in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, was 
presented to the Bangi Estate in Bangi, the Connemara Estate in Semenyih and the 
Sungei Rinching Estate in Kajang on March 7th. Employers' refusal to even consider 
the demands sparked off the strike. Thereupon Chiù Tong announced the formation 
of the RWU of Selangor and Negri Sembilan and a general membership drive be- 
gan.45 On March 8th Lee (or Ngaw), a communist propagandist, purportedly insti- 
gated women workers in Wardieburn Estate and Shum Yuk Leung Factory to cease 
work in order to celebrate the Russian - sponsored International Women's Day. 
To mark the occasion a woman raised a Red Flag in Wardieburn Estate. The next 
day the largely female labour force downed tools in Wardieburn and Hawthornden 
Estates near Ulu Klang. Two days later the Kajang Strike Commitee despatched 
Yeong Mah Kee and two other communist agents to foment unrest in Negri Sem- 
bilan. On November 12th tappers in Batang Benar were induced to submit demands 
and when employers proved intransigent, strikes erupted. Partly carried by its own 
impetus, the strike spread to many other estates in Selangor and Negri Sembilan. 
During this time the orderly nature of the strikes and workers' readiness to nego- 
tiate offered no cause whatsoever for government intervention - an eventuality al- 
ready desired by several employers and police officers. 

The second stage of the state unrest commenced on March 14th with an ugly in- 
cident near Kuala Lumpur. That day a detective on a fact-finding mission was spotted 
by a group of truculent agitators and was detained. A police party from Kuala Lumpur 

44 Statement by Agent no.l 21.3.37, ibid. 
45 Report by Director, Criminal Intelligence, FMS, undated, enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Orms- 

by - Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. This report was based on information gleaned 
from statements given by agents planted in the communist organisations. 46 Statement by Agent no.3 23.3.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 
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rescued him at Cheras Road and arrested many 'agitators' including thirteen propa- 
ganda corp members. News of this soon travelled to the Kajang Strike Committee 
then inaugurating the RWU at a mass rally at Sungei Ramai in Kajang. For some time 
emotion had run high in the meeting over burning speeches condemning British colo- 
nialism and Capitalism and eulogising Russian communism. On learning about the 
Cheras Road fracas therefore, communist agitators hastily rounded up members of 
the propaganda and militant corps. A few hundred people then started marching to 
Kuala Lumpur with a view to taking 'the Protector of Chinese to court to address 
the court on their behalf' and force the release of the thirteen detained propaganda 
corp members. On the way in Bolton Estate at Cheras Road the mob spotted four 
detectives who were immediately set upon. The detectives opened five thrice, hitting 
a leading agitator (Chen Keow) on the stomach and wounding two others. They 
then ran for their life with a 700-strong mob close at heels. A police party arrived 
in the nick of time, scattered the mob with batons and detained 110 demonstrators. 

Police action shook the strikers into a better frame of mind for opening negotia- 
tion. On March 18th labour representatives met Labour Department and Chinese 
Protectorate officers as well as the Chinese Consul at the Chinese Miners' Club. 
The meeting proved fruitless as the Kajang Strike Committee absolutely refused 
to participate. Instead, around March 18th communist agitators, ably led by Chiù 
Tong, injected a political element into the dispute by making the unconditional release 
of the thirteen detained propaganda corp members a precondition to negotiation. 
This demand was voiced by estate labourers in Selangor and Negri Sembilan as well 
as by pineapple cutters, rubber factory hands, matchmakers and other workers in 
Klang.47 As the government would not concede to this demand, a deadlock emerged. 
The strike movement had become partly political in nature. 

The campaign for the release of the thirteen detainees and the acceptance of the 
nineteen strike demands reached a crescendo on March 22nd. That day mass demons- 
trations were held in Klang, Kajang and Ulu Langat and the participants were told 
to march and converge at Kuala Lumpur. But the few hundred demonstrators in Ulu 
Langat and Kajang managed only to disrupt traffic. The 1200-strong demonstrators 
in Klang, ably led by two leading Selangor communists, Boh Chin and Ah Kang,48 
surrounded the police station and in effect, took over the town for three hours. 
In Negri Sembilan firm police action prevented demonstrators in Mantin, Rantau 
and Labu from marching to Seremban. In all these marches, demonstrators carried 
huge flags on which were written the nineteen demands and the call for the release 
of detainees. All were peaceful affairs, although government officials feared out- 
break of riots and violence especially in Klang. 

As far as this paper is concerned, the estate unrest had reached its maximum 
scope by March 22nd. when it embraced Kajang and Ulu Langat in Southern Sela- 
ngor, Sepang, Mantin, Labu, Bahau, Lubok China and Tampin in Negri Sembilan. 
Altogether between 10,000 and 20,000 estate workers in the above areas were on 

47 Report on strikes at the Kajang area by N. Grice, Acting Chinese Protector of Selangor, SSF 
General 194/1937. 

48 Statement by Agent no.2 3.4.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 
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strike49. The regional character of the estate unrest was not intentional as the Kajang 
Strike Committee's aim was to mount a general stoppage stretching from Selangor to 
Singapore. In late March the committee even attempted unsuccessfully to organise 
a strike at Port Swettenham and at the Central Workshop of the Federated Malay 
States Railways.50 But the committee's effectiveness was limited and its influence 
restricted almost wholly to Chinese labour. This brings out the other salient feature 
of the estate unrest namely, that it was an essentially Chinese affair. The area 
affected was a major centre of Chinese estate labour employment. On the other 
hand, the large number of Indian tappers in Klang, as elsewhere, did not join the 
strike. The only exceptions involved 350 Indians in the South Johol Estate and 50 
others in the Sengkang estate in Tampin, Negri Sembilan. The latter strike was 
instigated by an assistant teacher named Thanagaya who subsequently on April 3rd 
organised a march of Tamil coolies from the Sua Bentong Estate to Port Dickson to 
demand equal pay for Chinese and Indian workers and wage increases.51 As the first 
Indian to incite estate unrest, Thanagaya may, in a sense, be regarded as a fore- 
runner of H.R. Nathan who organised a general strike of Indian estate tappers in 
Klang in 1941. In March 1937 however, Indian coolies were generally insulated 
from the labour unrest by the closely-supervised and highly restrictive estate employ- 
ment system. 

After the monster demonstrations on March 22nd Chiù Tong and Chan Han 
decided to open another front in the Malayan Collieries at Batu Arang, the most 
vulnerable point in the country's economy. Upon the Malayan Collieries, the only 
coal mine in Malaya, depended the daily supply of 450 tons of coal to the Railway 
system, 200 tons to the Bangsar Power Station in Selangor, 500 tons to the Perak 
River Hydro-Electric Company, 700 tons to the tin dredges, and 150 tons to other 
consumers.52 Any strike of some duration in the Collieries would have paralysed the 
transport, electricity, mining and industrial sectors of the economy. With this in 
mind, the MCP hoped to compel the government and the employers not only to 
accept labour demands lock, stock and barrel but also to alter British labour policy. 
Hitherto, the British had meticulously screened and firmly rejected all applications 
for the registration of communist or communist-dominated unions under the Socie- 
ties Ordinance. As illegal organisations, these unions were greatly hindered in their 
operation. Through the Batu Arang strike, the MCP sought to force the authorities 
to register the RWU, thereby hopefully paving the way for the recognition of other 

49 The estimates of the number of estate strikers vary. The Financial News (27.3.37) reported 25,000 
were on strike; J.N. Parmer (p. 158) gave a figure of 20,000, while M.R. Stenson (p. 14) 10,000. 
The last is an underestimate if one includes the strikers in Pahang, Malacca and Johore. The 
official estimates for all the estate strikers in Selangor, Negri Sembilan, Pahang, Malacca and 
Johore vary from slightly more than 13,000 to 20,000. 

50 Statement by Agent no. 10/17.4.1937, SSF General 622/1937. Lau Lim, the man detailed to organise a strike at the FMS Railway Workshop, was arrested, see Letter from Selangor Local Committee 
to Ng Kok Ah, Singapore, 12.4.37, ibid. 

51 Report by the Commissioner of Police, FMS, on strikes in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, undated, 
enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 52 Memorandum on Regular Collieries Inspections necessary for Safety of Mine and Future Opera- tions 26.3.1937, SSF General 192/1937. 
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'Red' and 'Grey' unions.53 Ultimately, the MGLU would bring all the unions under 
the fold of a vocational united front. The fate of the entire strike movement in Se- 
langor and Negri Sembilan therefore depended on the outcome of the Batu Arang 
stoppage. 

Not surprisingly this second incident was staged with great care and precision. 
Through the Coal Workers' Union, Chan Han had been actively preparing the ground 
since February 1937. His task was eased by widespread labour discontent in the Col- 
lieries. Coal miners became restive as they saw the concessions gained in November 
1936 rapidly eroded by the rising cost of living, and felt insulted by a five per cent 
wage increase in March which may, in fact, be considered niggardly in view of the 
12 ' per cent dividends and bonus shares at par issued by the company in 1936. At 
the break of dawn on March 24th the CWU struck. Truculent coolies in groups of 
fifty and 'carrying pick-handles and hammers' toured the mine to announce the cessa- 
tion of work. Threatened, Tamil mandores called out their Indian labourers. In no 
time a general strike had occurred involving almost all the 5,000 workers.54 A list of 
twenty-three demands allegedly drafted by Lee, Chairman of the Northern Central 
was submitted to the management. It demanded, among other things, a fifty per cent 
wage rise, the expulsion of certain unpopular contractors and, as in elsewhere, the 
unconditional release of the thirteen agitators detained at Cheras Road. Meanwhile, 
from March 27th the estate strike was carried on its own momentum to the Mentakab 
and Bentong districts in Pahang, and to Malacca and Johore.55 There was little com- 
munist influence in these strikes. 

Almost immediately after the general cessation was effected, a soviet government, 
planned by Chiù Tong56, was set up in the Collieries. In this government authority 
was wielded by a high-powered Strike Committee headquartered in the Loh Fah Kong- 
si. To sustain the determination of the strikers, a Corp for the Detection of Traitors 
patrolled the mine to ferret out 'labour traitors'. Four coolies were accordingly in- 
carcerated in the Loh Fah Kongsi. Daily, a multi-racial corp of propagandists toured 
the mine explaining the main objects of 'the struggle' and drove home the message 
that 'unity is strength'. And a Picket Corp policed the mine to maintain unity and 
law and order. The Strike Committee further organised possessions, headed by Tamil 
and Malay labourers, to steel the resolve and lift the morale of the workers. The Col- 
lieries, in fact, had become an armed camp with the roads to its main entrance blocked 
by heavy timbers and ropes. No European dared approach the entrance, and a British 
officer and a sergeant of the Malay Regiment who did so were turned back by picke- 
teers armed with 'iron bars and poles'. For four days, from March 24th to March 27th, 
the mine was a communist impérium in imperio , as colonial governmental authority 
completely vanished. 

63 Dickinson, Deputy Commissioner of Police, to Federal Secretary, FMS, 5.4.37, ibid; also Report 
by the Director, Criminal Intelligence, FMS, undated, enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby- 
Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 

54 Ibid. 
55 see Johore General Adviser's File 338/1937; MRCA March and April 1937, CO 273/628/50055 

Pt 1/1937. 
56 State of Agent no. 2/3.4.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 
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The situation was indeed ominuous. To begin with, the defiant coolies, clearly 
in no mood to settle unless all their demands were accepted, posed a threat to law and 
order and to government prestige and status. Since early March the relatively small 
police force had been over-stretched in the state to deal with the strike situation and 
was no longer capable of policing the mine as closely and effectively as it did in Novem- 
ber 1936. Any outbreak of violence and widespread lawlessness in Batu Arang would 
have drastically strained the resources and capability of the police force57 even though 
the military had been summoned to stand by for the first time in the Federated Malay 
States (FMS). The government was also worried that the Collieries might be destroyed 
by fire or flood.58 True, a guard of twenty-five men had taken control of the power 
house and 'essential services' continued to be performed by European officers and 
certain Tamil assistants. But the strikers had driven away all safety men employed to 
put out fire caused by the spontaneous combustion of immature coal or to prevent 
flood by pumping water off the mine. And no safety men had since been allowed into 
the mine. The Collieries therefore, faced the danger of losing 11,000 million tons of 
coal and equipment worth millions of dollars, not to mention the attendant disaster 
that would be inflicted on the economy of the country. Finally, the country's coal 
supplies were rapidly running out. On March 26th the Railway Department had 
supplies to maintain operation for two weeks, the Selangor electricity power 
station a week, and the Perak River Hydro-Electric Company only two and a half 
days. Mines in the Kinta Valley were in imminent danger of working half day. 
A sympathy strike had been called by five tin mines in Sungei Besi and others 
were believed likely to follow suit. Understandably, the government feared the out- 
break of a general strike by Chinese workers throughout the country59. In other 
words, the communist campaign had reached its peak and the colonial government 
decided it must meet it head-on or have its position repeatedly challenged there- 
after. 

The Groups 
One may, of course, question the Special Branch account that communist activists 

did in fact initiate the strikes at the Bangi, Connemara and Sungei Rinching Estates 
on March 7th. It could well be that these incidents were an extension of the hitherto es- 
sentially spontaneous 'strike wave' that started in Selangor in November 1936, or even 
earlier in 1934. The official records however, clearly establish that by around March 
1 1th communist activists had seized control and direction of estate unrest in Selangor 
and later in Negri Sembilan. The magistrate holding a close-door inquiry in July 1937 
into the banishment of twenty-one labour leaders rightly concluded: 

57 Memorandum on Batu Arang Collieries strike by Dickinson, Deputy Commissioner of Police 
FMS, 24.3.1937, SSF General 192/1937. 

58 Bulletin regarding Strike by 4000 miners at the Malayan Collieries, Batu Arang, 24th- 28th 
March 1937, ibid. 

59 Translation by F. Huang, Chinese Translator, Criminal Intelligence, FMS, undated, SSF General 
622/1937; see also Report by the Director, Criminal Intelligence, FMS, undated, enclosure to 
S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
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'I find that however the strikes originated in 1936, it is proved that by March 
1937 the agents and the subsidiary units of the MCP were organising and direct- 
ing the strikes which occurred at Batu Arang, Klang, Batu Laut, Cheras, Kajang 
and in Negri Sembilan'.60 

These communist labour organisers were ultimately responsible to the MCP 
Northern Central. One of them called Lee purportedly drafted the demands of the 
estate workers in Selangor and Negri Sembilan as well as those of the strikers in 
Klang, Batu Arang and elsewhere. As Chairman and Inspector of the Northern 
Central, Lee co-ordinated the work of the communist activists and gave 'lectures on 
communist principles and doctrines wherever opportunities offer'.61 Even more 
important were Chiù Tong and Chan Han, both specifically sent to Selangor to orga- 
nise a vocational united front. Although not a member of the Kajang Strike Comittee 
of the RWU at Sungai Ramai, Chiù Tong was the directing hand behind the scene. 
And it was the Kajang Strike Committee that organised and controlled the estates 
in Kajang and in Wardieburn and Hawthornden Estates in Ulu Langat. The Com- 
mittee also directed the estate strikes in Negri Sembilan through two bases at the 
border towns of Sepang and Mantin.62 and at the same time provided general guid- 
ance to the Coal Workers' Union (CWU) at Batu Arang. The two 'chiefs', Chiù 
Tong and Chan Han, one travelling around in estates, the other operating in the mine, 
maintained close contacts during the 'period of struggle' through a courier named 
Loh Hon Chung, a kungfu (Chinese martial art) exponent who lived in the mine. 
Through the CWU, Chan Han collected donations for the tappers on strike who like- 
wise received contributions from factory workers in Klang and Batu Laut. Contacts 
became very frequent late in March when representatives from Batu Arang and Su- 
ngei Ramai met to plan the second strike at the Malayan Collieries.63 The 'Red' 
network did not stop at Batu Arang but stretched to the Pineapple Cutters' Bene- 
volent Association and communist cells in the Klang district. Here, these organisa- 
tions were left under the charge of Boh Chin, the Hainanese Chairman of the Klang 
division of the MCP and an Organiser of the Northern Central. It was the MCP 
Klang division that motivated factory workers to take supporting actions - donations, 
sympathy strikes, mass demonstrations - for the estate strike. For instance, the 
monster march in Klang on March 22nd was led by communists, and of the seven 
who presented a petition to the Klang Police Station, three were leaders of the Se- 
langor Communist Party. In March 1937 the MCP Northern Central had there- 
fore cast its vocational united-front net over a sizeable area in Selangor and Negri 
Sembilan. 

60 A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at Pudu Goal beginning on 
26.7.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 

61 Statement by Agent no.2 22.3.37, ibid. 
62 Report by the Commissioner of Police, FMS, on strikes in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, undated, 

enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
63 After the Collieries strike started, Chan Han wrote to Chiù Tong on March 26th asking the latter 

to send financial aid and lecturers and give other forms of encouragement to the strikers, see 
Translated letter 26.3.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 
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A Study of the Strike Leadership 

Ethnic Group Birth Place 

" 
Hainanese - 20 "Ì China - 16 
Teochew - 1 Malaya - 5 

. Cantonese - 3 Other countries - 10 
Chinese . ■< „ , . 0 > 46 „ Hokien , . - 3 0 

Hakka - 18 
Others - 0 

Indian - 1 
Malay - 0 
Others - 0 

Age Occupation 
15-20 years old - 4 Labourer - 24 
21-30 " " - 14 Non-labourer - 2 
31-40 " " - 1 Professional agitators - 4 
Above 40 " - 1 

Communist Affiliation 

M мгр / Nortbern Central - 10 ' M мгр 
' Other members - 18 / 

GLU - 8 
Red Labour Union - 18 
None - 3 

A scrutiny of the considerable amount of information on the leading communist 
activists in Selangor and Negri Sembilan will cast more light on the March unrest. 
The above table shows that a great majority of the strike leaders were communist 
or communist-front leaders and agitators. Except for Thanagaya whose role has been 
discussed, the leaders were all Chinese but not virtually all Hainanese as were the 
communist activists in the 1920s and early 1930s. Rather they came from all the 
major dialect groups in the Chinese community, although Hainanese and Hakka 
members predominated during the March strike. The reason behind this develop- 
ment was the wider contact area opened up by the MCP vocational united front 
policy. Unlike in the earlier period when the Hainanese communists operated largely 
among Hainanese, by the mid- 1930s the MCP was forming unions and organising 
strikes among a multi-dialect Chinese labour force. In so doing, they invariably ab- 
sorbed into the movement non-Hainanese Chinese - a development that accelerated 

64 Admittedly, this table is based on incomplete datas concerning the labour activists but there is 
no indication that fuller information would have altered significantly the conclusions discussed 
above. 
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after the MCP participated in the National Salvation Movement set up in July 1937 
to collect subscriptions and take other measures to aid China's war efforts against 
Japan. In other words, by March 1937 the Malayan communist movement had been 
transformed from a virtually Hainanese movement into an all-Chinese one, a change 
that greatly impressed the colonial authorities. 

Another salient feature evident in the table is the youthfulness of the strike 
leaders, most of whom were below thirty years of age. In fact, Boh Chin was only 
nineteen years old. Most of the leaders were China-born but had resided in Malaya 
for at least a reasonably long period of time. In Malaya they usually worked as labour- 
ers - coffee shop waiters, barbers, tailors, and especially mine workers, rubber tappers, 
factory hands. Many had hopped from one labouring job to another. For instance, 
Lee Sui, a GLU activist since 1928, had worked as a rubber tapper in Johore, a 
piece-goods shop assistant in Malacca, a fish-monger in Titi, Negri Sembilan, and a 
general labourer in Selangor.65 It should be noted that the various communist bodies 
and even the Northern Central drew members from the same occupational group. 
Only two of the communist strike leaders were teachers who occupied no important 
position in the party hierarchy; one a propagandist, the other only an agitator. Hence 
in terms of the rank and file and apparently even of leadership, the communist move- 
ment was truly proletarian, a fact which probably accounted partly for its weakness. 
It was certainly related to the perennial difficulties of securing capable leaders for 
the party. 

The communist activists under study were not theoreticians or thinkers but, as 
the colonial authorities conceded, were 'skilful and audacious' organisers and agita- 
tors 'both in their strategy and tactics alike'.66 Only Lee, Chairman of the North 
Central, expounded communist doctrines 'wherever opportunities offered' and like 
Chiù Tong, appears very knowledgeable. Unfortunately very little is known of the 
occupational and educational backgrounds of the two men. A seasoned and well-tested 
communist, Chiù Tong directed the March strikes with a great deal of skill and cun- 
ning. His right hand man was Chan Han, a twenty-eight-year-old, five foot-two inch 
Hainanese with a 'white medium-built round face' who, having had a Chinese secon- 
dary education, was better-educated than many of his Northern Central comrades. 
The transformation of the Batu Arang mine into an armed camp attests to his ad- 
ministrative and organisational ability. Chan Han took over control of the labour 
struggle after Chiù Tong was detained by the police at the end of March 1937. Chiù 
Tong, Chan Han and probably Lee were essentially schemers and organisers - the 
'brains' of the entire strike movement. Most of the others were mere skilful agitators 
such as Boh Chin, Lee Sui and Pang Siow Lin. Pang, the none too scrupulous twenty- 
four-year old Teochew chairman of the MCP Batu Laut branch and founder of the 
Pineapple Cutters' Benevolent Association, was the moving spirit behind the unrest 
in the pineapple factories in Klang. As the factory owner complained, 'If Pang Siow 

65 A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at Pudu Goal, beginning on 
26.7.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 66 Memorandum by S.W. Jones, Acting Resident of Selangor, Aptil 1937, enclosure to S. Thomas 
to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CL 273/632/50336/1937. 67 History Sheet on Chan Han 24.10.1936, SSF General 622/1937. 
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Lin is at the factory today there is trouble 'tomorrow' and 'after his visits [to the fac- 
tories] commenced, we had endless trouble with the labour force'.68 After the police 
had cracked down on the estate strikers, this incorrigible agitator turned up in certain 
furniture factories in Kuala Lumpur where parting 'his hair a different way' and tip- 
ping some of his teeth with gold to disguise his identity, he continued to incite workers 
to down tools and fight capitalist exploitation until his arrest in April 1 937.69 Measuring 
up to Pang was Lee Sui, the self-possessed thirty-year-old Hakka leader of the Kajang 
Strike Committee who spoke 'a bit of Malay' and Cantonese, Hainanese, Mandarin 
and Hakka Very fluently'. He was rightly described as 'beyond any doubt whatsoever 
a very clever leader, agitator and member of the Communist Party...'70 

A profile pieced together from existing information projects a Malayan communist 
leader in the 1930s as a none too well-educated man but one far more knowledgeable 
than an average Chinese worker. Most likely he was a China-born, Chinese-speaking 
immigrant in his twenties. Having worked in Malaya for several years, he was 
well-informed about the conditions of the major industries in the country. From 
the Chinese newspapers and other publications he read, and from his involvement 
with discussion classes and other activities organised by the MCP, he had acquired 
knowledge of labour struggles in other parts of the world as well as the contemporary 
European situation. The Malayan communist might even be encouraged by the rival- 
ries among the 'imperialist' European states, and was certainly inspired by the emer- 
gence of the Soviet Union as a world power. Perhaps, the most outstanding charac- 
teristic was his boundless confidence and his naive and erroneous appraisal of Bri- 
tish strength in Malaya. He might even share the belief of many communist activists 
that all that was needed to wrest concessions from employers was courage and unity 
among workers. As a Selangor communist wrote to another in Penang in 1937: 

'The present rubber coolies struggle is a powerful stimulus to the workers of the 
various places, particularly the rubber coolies. Therefore you must leave no stone 
unturned to incite the rubber coolies of your place in order to create a general 
struggle of the whole of Malaya. According to my calculation, this is possible 
unless they are not brave enough to do.' 
'When one, two or three estates rise then make use of the whole body of men to 
go to all estates in groups to propagate. The success will come easily and 
unchecked.'71 

Communist optimism may be attributed to a misreading of the Malayan objec- 
tive situation. For the first time in Malaya the communists witnessed workers going 
on strike on an unprecedented scale and winning concession after concession. Appa- 
rently, communists regarded all this as signs portending the inevitable downfall of 

68 A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at Pudu Goal beginning on 
26.7.1937, ibid. 

69 Statement by Agent 14.4.1937. ibid. 70 A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at Pudu Goal beginning on 
26.7.1937, ibid. 

71 Unsigned and undated letter from Pudu, Kuala Lumpur to Tan Kim Seng, Prangin Road, Penang 
ibid. 
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British capitalism and began to entertain the belief that the British hold on Malaya 
was shaky. Not surprisingly, they misinterpreted British efforts to settle the strikes 
by negotiation as evidence of weakness, a miscalculation reinforced by the effective- 
ness of militant tactics on several occasions. Likewise, the communists grossly 
underrated the strength of the police force. For instance, the Strike Committee at 
Batu Arang acted on the erroneous assumption that this force numbered only 100- 
150 men and could therefore be easily overcome by its organised gangs of 600- 
700 picketeers.72 What they had completely overlooked were the fighting capabilities 
of the police units and the presence of the military forces on the stand-by in Batu 
Arang. As we shall see, the police on their own encountered little difficulties in sup- 
pressing the Collieries strike late in March. Ironically, better knowledge of the world 
served only to mislead communists into believing that the British Labour Party would 
naturally side with Malayan labour and hamstring the colonial authorities' freedom 
of action. The director of the Special Branch explained: 

'It is further reported that the strike promoters regarded the use against them of 
firearms as beyond the bounds of possibility. The power of the Labour Party in 
Great Britain was believed by those persons to be such that it would be sufficient 
to deter the Malayan Government from countenancing the use of such weapon 
by the Police'.73 

Apparently this misconception prevailed among a considerable section of the labour 
force and the police armed invasion of Batu Arang came as a rude shock to many. 

As noted, the communist activists under study were directed by the Northern Cen- 
tral which, structurally, enjoyed an equal and independent status with the Southern 
Central. In practice however, the former frequently sought advice and instructions and 
possibly even funds from its conterpart in Singapore. Until recently its leaders were 
only middle-ranking communists, and quite understandably continued the long- 
established practice of referring important issues to Singapore. After all, the best 
communist brains apparently still stationed themselves in the island wherein they 
kept in touch, whenever possible, with the Comintern and received outside funds and 
general guidance from time to time. The Southern Central however, offered hardly 
any advice or funds to its northern comrades, possibly because of effective police ac- 
tion, poor communication network within the new organisational set-up, a paucity of 
communist couriers. In a dismal query about the March strike, the Selangor commu- 
nists wrote to Singapore: 

'Why have you not written to us for such a long time ? Anything wrong with you. 
Why have you not given us any instruction about the strike here ?'74 

Thrown on its own, the Northern Central had to improvise ways and means of imple- 
menting the united front policy adopted by the September conference in Muar. In 

72 A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at Pudu Goal beginning on 
26.7.1937, ibid. 

73 Report on police raid in the Batu Arang Collieries 6.4.1937, SSF General 192/1937. 74 Selangor Local Committee to Ng Kok An, 13 Teochew Street, Singapore 12.4.37, SSF General 
622/1937. 
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doing so, it benefitted from the general guidelines fomulated by Chan Han and 
from those set out in two MCP documents called 'Guide for Branch Activities is- 
sued by the Communist Party of Malaya' and 'Malayan Vocational United Front 
and Our Urgent Duties.' 

During the March strike employers and government officials were taken aback 
by the unorthodox methods workers chose to ventilate their grievances. In past dis- 
putes negotiation came first and when this failed, a strike might follow but 'quick 
local and quickly over.' Since January and especially in March workers frequently 
embarked on a strike first and then submitted their demands in the form of an ulti- 
matum.75 This was officially ascribed to the fact that Chinese workers had no channel 
on which they could rely to have their grievances rectified. They could neither exert 
pressure on employers and their associations nor depend on the contractors who had 
generally alienated them. And past experience, particularly employers' opposition 
to a wage rise in rubber estates in December 1936, convinced many that their bosses 
would not grant concessions unless they were coerced. Under the circumstances, the 
government argued, workers readily swallowed the communist line that it would be 
futile to appeal to the Chinese Protectorate before they went on strike. More germane 
was the fact that communist agitators repeatedly pointed to Malayan strikes since 
1934 and those in Europe in 1936 as lessons to be emulated. To some extent workers 
were thus led into adopting the strike-first-negotiate-later tactic. 

Once a stoppage had been effected, communist activists followed the general 
guideline in the MCP documents mentioned earlier that strikes should be directed 
by 'a united and strong command' operating with 'a well-thought out plan suited 
to local conditions'.76 The Kajang Strike Committee at Sungei Ramal, the armed 
camp at Hawthornden Estate and the far larger one at the Malayan Collieries were 
examples of such a 'communist command'. Thus directed, communist activists sustained 
the unrest partly by isolating the workers from outside contacts. As far as practic- 
able, they tried to obstruct or prevent government officials and other mediators from 
entering strike areas. Considerable attention was paid to keeping out police detectives, 
and a member of the Kajang Strike Committee was specially assigned for this. Wor- 
kers were repeatedly exhorted not to listen to the 'insidious advice' of the Chinese 
Consul or Chinese towkays, both of whom were denigrated as 'running dogs of the 
imperialists' or agents of the capitalists. This isolation-tactic was carried to the ex- 
treme in the Malayan Collieries at Batu Arang. 

The impetus of the March strike was maintained by another tactic outlined in the 
MCP documents. This involved first the formation of the propaganda corp and the 
militant corp, one to deliver lectures and openly agitate among workers for a stop- 
page, the other to police the area and maintain 'law and order'. Wherever advisable, 
woman were appointed corp members, possibly in the hope that any ugly incident 
involving them would seriously embarrass the government. They often proved the 
most obstinate and determined agitators and demonstrators. Once the strike broke out 
in Bangi Estate on March 7th, propaganda corp members toured the estates on Japa- 

75 S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 76 Malayan Vocational United Front and Our Urgent Duties, undated, SSF General 622/1937. 
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nese-made bicycles urging tappers to follow suit and threatening those who refused 
with bodily harm. Partly because of this the strike escalated, and in its wake arrived 
militant corp members to keep it going. It would appear that they conducted fairly 
extensive intimidation to attain this end. Those 'spreading rumours likely to pacify the 
labour force' and others who privately resumed work or came to terms with emplo- 
yers were the obvious targets. There is some ground for believing that the above in- 
timidation tactic was significantly responsible for the continuation of the estate 
strike late into March.77 

From January 1937 communist activists embarked on a more militant policy 
so that 'labour struggle' could be likened 'to a war'. They started to lead wor- 
kers to surround employer, manager or government official when presenting demands 
or negotiating for a settlement in order to force an immediate capitulation.78 In 
the March strike this was vividly illustrated in the Hawthornden and Wardieburn 
Estates where the aggressive and hostile tappers went around with two or three bot- 
tles in their hip pockets ready for action. They refused to parley with the Chinese 
Protector, the police inspector, and the estate manager on March 12th unless the 
latter allowed themselves to be surrounded. Again, on March 20th unruly coolies 
surrounded the manager of Wardieburn Estate in his office to demand an advance 
payment purportedly owed them. The manager refused to submit, and the coolies 
dispersed in 'a bad temper, spitting about the estate office and making insulting 
remarks'.79 This 'surrounding tactic' was again evident during the monster marches 
on March 22nd, especially in Klang where the demonstrators surrounded the police 
station, handed in their petition and expected a reply in twenty-four hours. The reply 
was negative but no riots followed. In fact, except at Batu Arang, communist leaders 
had apparently been specifically instructed to eschew violence, wherever possible, 
in carrying out their militant policy. During the March 22nd demonstrations, for 
example, the marchers were urged not to resist arrest but to surrender en masse 
when the police intervened so as to embarrass the police with the immense task of 
finding accommodation for the prisoners.80 The police did not however, take the 
bait. 

The 'surrounding tactic' severely tried the patience of police officers and estate 
managers. The manager of Hawthornden Estate took the easy way out by granting 
concessions and permitting the strikers free use of the coolie lines which soon became 
an 'armed camp'. In agitational terms, this tactic impressed with a demonstration of 
labour solidarity and strength, real or otherwise. But it did not generally attain its 
ends except in Hawthornden Estate, Elkayes Match Factory and the Malayan Rubber 
Works. Besides, it so antagonised the police and employers that they pressed harder 
for government suppression of the strikes. To that extent, the tactic was counter- 
productive. 

77 Report by the Commissioner of Police, FMS, on strikes in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, undated, 
enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 78 Statement by Agent no.2 22.3.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 79 Manager, Wardieburn Estate, to Resident of Selangor, 21.3.1937, SSF General 194/1937. 80 Memorandum by S.W. Jones, Resident of Selangor, April 1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937; also 
statement by Agent no.l 21.3.37, SSF General 622/1937. 

61 

This content downloaded from 195.34.79.49 on Fri, 20 Jun 2014 16:11:51 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

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


YEO KIM WAH JMBRAS, VOL. 49 

The last tactic worth consideration may be termed the 'diplomacy tactic'. From 
their wider world outlook, communist activists had gained insights into interna- 
tional relations. During the March strike, they insisted on many occasions that the 
Chinese Consul be present during parleys. This partly explains the attendance of 
the Chinese Consul or his representatives in several negotiations, often much to 
the chagrins of Chinese Protectorate officers. In this way communist activists endea- 
voured to woo the support of the Chinese Consulate, and presumably also hoped 
that some ugly incidents might erupt to force Nanking to deal with London81. Hope- 
fully, this might in turn persuade Whitehall to pressure the colonial authorities to 
take pro-worker measures, thereby indirectly advancing communist aims. This at- 
tempt to exploit the diplomatic nexus between China and Britain failed. The Chinese 
Consul, in the words of the police, 'acted well in a very difficult situation'.82 Commu- 
nist activists also failed to envelope Malay and Indian workers in the unrest, except in 
Batu Arang where Indian coolies, some of them purportedly plied with liquor, were 
made to lead demonstration marches through the Collieries, presumably, in the hope 
that some of them would be hurt or even killed by the police. This would indeed 
have created embarrassing complications between India and Britain in view of the 
fact - which communist activists were presumably aware - that the Indian Govern- 
ment, under nationalist pressure, was highly sensitive to the protection of over- 
seas Indians. No such incidents however, occurred in Batu Arang. 

The outbreak of large-scale strikes in Malaya since November 1936 caught both 
government officials and employers by complete surprise. In the stoppages before 
March 1937 many employers were harrassed by strikers. Chinese employers, alle- 
gedly more unscrupulous in sweating their labour, were the first to grant concessions 
as they had less financial and other resources to stand prolonged stoppages. Although 
better able to meet such exisgencies, European employers soon followed suit as they 
realised that the determined strikers could no longer be cowed by a show of strength. 
To many employers, however, negotiation and settlement were a mere tactical 
expediency. As soon as normalcy returned, they took counter measures to cut cost or 
to re-establish control over their labour force. Many failed to observe fully the agree- 
ments terminating the strikes between November 1936 and mid-March 1937. In seve- 
ral instances, those workers most active in the strikes were sacked, as happened to 
two wharf coolies employed by Van Tooran, the biggest contractor at Port Swetten- 
ham;83 some employers even expelled the whole labour force. The Chinese Protec- 
tor, for instance, reported the case of a mine owner in Selangor who 'by a neat 

81 After the March strike, the MGLU wrote to its supporters in Penang: 'Every labour union, associa- 
tion, society and school have to send telegram to such important officials as the chairman of the 
Nanking Government, the Foreign Minister, the Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission, General 
Chiang Kai Shek and other important organs ... In sending out telegrams, the word 'Union' should 
not be used as it is not legal ...' 'Dr Kung Seang Hi and others will arrive in Penang in a few days' 
time on his way to Europe. Incite some associations and societies to send representatives to see Dr. 
Kung and report to him about this affair requesting him to protest to the British Government 
on his arrival in London'. Letter 6.4.1937. CO 273/632/50336/1937. 82 Report of the Commissioner of Police, FMŠ, on Strikes in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, undated, 
enclosure to S. Thomas to NG. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.37, ibid. 83 Report on rumours of a strike among the wharf labourers at Port Swettenham by N. Grice, 
Acting Chinese Protector of Selangor, 17.3.1937, SSF General 193/1937. 

62 

This content downloaded from 195.34.79.49 on Fri, 20 Jun 2014 16:11:51 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

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


PART II, 1936 COMMUNIST INVOLVEMENT IN MALAYAN LABOUR STRIKES: 1936 

dodge, got rid of his employees and took in cheaper labour' and expressed fear that 
others 'will try to follow his example'.84 Understandably, workers then demanded 
undertaking of continual employment after settlement. Considering this as an 
attack on their traditional prerogative, employers condemned it as 'a ridiculous and 
impossible demand'. In short the many concessions won by workers from November 
1936 to mid-March 1937 were in effect watered down by employers' bad faith. 

The more hostile reaction of employers to the estate strike was conditioned by 
their being accustomed to nearly thirty years of treating with a docile Indian labour 
force and of determining wage rates and working conditions above the head of 
estate coolies. Over the years they had acquired an attitude summed up in a Malayan 
Tribune article (21.9.1936) on the labour situation which read: 'it should be made 
clear that the authorities will not tolerate anything that savours of organised agitation. 
This is British territory, and the men concerned in the strike are aliens. They came here 
because the inducements held out appeared good to them, and once here they have 
to coduct themselves with the circumspection expected of any alien in a foreign coun- 
try'. In indignant surprise, therefore, the irate managers of the Bangi, Connemara and 
Sungei Rinching Estates on March 7th and that of Batang Benar estate on March 1 1th 
all flatly refused to consider the strikers' demands. In Bangi and Batang Benar, the 
managers even threatened to replace the strikers with Javanese and Indian coolies 
respectively. Such intransigent attitude only helped to escalate the strike in the two 
Malay states. 

After the initial reaction, employers conceded that tappers were underpaid and 
were willing to increase the daily wage rate from sixty or sixty-five cents to seventy- 
five cents provided work was first resumed unconditionally. Otherwise, employers 
felt that any concessions to the workers would only cause a loss of face or teach the 
coolies the power of the strike weapon. This decision was conveyed to a meeting 
between the government and the United Planters' Association of Malaya (UP AM) 
representing employers on March 12th.85 As an alternative certain planters 
advanced a scheme to divide the strikers and end the dispute. This urged the govern- 
ment to isolate an estate on strike and bulldoze through a settlement. The planters 
felt confident that the other estates would fall in line.86 The government's response 
however, was negative as the scheme was apparently considered impracticable or 
undesirable. Nothing concrete therefore emerged from the government-employer 
consultations. Thrown on their own, the managers and planters generally left the 
search for peace to government officials. 

The Cheras Road fracas on March 14th hardened employers' stand towards 
the strike. The attack on the four detectives was used as a stick to beat the govern- 
ment for its alleged passivity and irresolution. It was castigated for its alleged failure 
to round up agitators and for the lack of protection to tappers willing to resume 

84 Memorandum on labour unrest in Selangor by N. Grice, Acting Chinese Protector of Selangor, 
12.3.1937, SSF General 735/1936. 85 J.N. Parmer, 'Chinese Estate Workers' Strikes in Malaya in March 1937, C.D. Cowan (ed.), 
p. 159. 86 Report on strikes on estates in the Kajang, Semenyih and Bangi Area 13.3.1У37, SSF General 
194/1937. 
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work. Although employers' criticisms generally did not enjoy the support of the Eng- 
lish press, they must at times have stung British officials. For instance, after a mob 
of unruly Chinese had taken over his office on March 20th, the manager of Wardie- 
burn Estate thus reported rumours of a second attack: 

1 do not wish to yield to this unlawful demand as it is pure intimidation and 
also a bad example to the other labour on Wardieburn. Such conduct cannot 
be tolerated, nor can the estate be carried on if such conditions are allowed to 
continue, caused as they are by a minority element of strikers who intimidate 
the rest and prevent them from returning to work. What does the Government 
intend to do?'87 

The government as yet had no plan to deal with such unruly incidents. At the same 
time it was not willing to bow to employers' pressure to break up what was essentially 
a legal strike with 'commendably few instances of disorder'.88 

This is not to ignore the fact that the government and the employers desired an 
early end to the March strike which both considered as an unnecessary and un- 
welcome challenge to what was essentially a sound employment system. However, 
not only did they differ on the necessary extent of concessions to workers and the 
methods of restoring peace, but a similar split emerged among government officials. 
In this connexion the views of police officers were quite akin to those of employers. 
Police officers were initially surprised, then antagonised and finally alarmed by the 
militancy of the strikers and the open display of intimidation or harrassment against 
workers, employers and British officials. They viewed all this as manifestations of 
a 'rapid degeneration of the attitude of organised labour to authority'89 and as a 
potent threat to law and order. And when their perception, determined by A.H. Dic- 
kinson, a former Special Branch man and now FMS Deputy Commissioner of Police, 
was that communist activists were behind the March strike, armed intervention was 
considered warranted. From March 14th, if not earlier, the police pressed hard for 
a massive round-up of agitators, as was done in the past in such situations, and in 
the process a forcible ending of the unrest. Another vital consideration behind this 
was that police resources were not quite adequate to tackle strikes of such a massive 
scale. Already guard duties were taken over by Malay Regiment and the Punjabi 
Regiment units in March; yet 'Kuala Lumpur traffic duties and beats were not 
covered for a fortnight'.90 Government intervention was intended to halt the further 
extension of a strike that had already over-taxed the police force. Police officers 
feared that otherwise the situation would be far more difficult to contain, if it had 
not run out of control altogether. 

87 Report on Wardieburn Estate labour trouble by Dickinson, Deputy Commissioner of Police, 
ibid. 

88 Straits Times 30.3.1937. 
89 Dickinson, Deputy Commissioner of Police, FMS, to Federal Secretary, FMS, 6.4.1937, SŠF 

Geheral 192/1937. 
90 Report by the Commissioner of Police, FMS, on strikes in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, undated, 
enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
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The government demurred. The police were specifically instructed to avoid the 
use of force unless under attack. Police officers were told to concentrate on prevent- 
ing any demonstration in Kuala Lumpur, ensuring that strikers would not over- 
power any police unit, rescuing employers, detectives and government officials under 
harrassment or attack. They carried out these duties faithfully but found the guber- 
natorial leash round their neck 'extremely trying'. To them, inaction had given stri- 
kers increasing confidence that the government was powerless. In order to change 
the government's mind, police officers prodded on in gathering sufficient informa- 
tion to prove that communist activists were behind the labour unrest. They succeeded 
on March 21st or March 23rd but by then they were openly criticising the govern- 
ment position. Dickenson thus reported on the unrest at Wardieburn Estate on March 
24th: 

'The whole history of the labour trouble on the Wardieburn Estate, starting 
from Monday 8th March, is a typical example of the attitude adopted by laboujr 
under the influence of agitators and the supine part imposed upon the police'. 
'The manager has been grossly intimidated and insulted. The Protector of Chi- 
nese has been intimidated and insulted. The labour force, allied with Hawthorn- 
den's, has adopted an attitude of complete defiance, and has maintained for four- 
teen days, in Hawthornden Estate coolie lines, an " impérium in imperio re- 
ported to shelter certain leading agitators'. 
'The Police, on instructions, have been compelled to inactivity for the whole or 
this period, for fear that any action would precipitate incidents which would react 
on an already rapidly degenerating labour situation'. 
'The Police are satisfied that a repetition of any such policy in future labour 
disputes, will bring Government authority into ridicule'. 
'Determined action against illegality should be taken immediately and carried 
to its just conclusions - if legitimate labour is not to acquire a position in this 
country which it does not seek, but which the present drift of affairs is thrust- 
ing upon it'.91 

By then however, as we shall see, the government had decided to act. 
During the March strike Chinese Protectorate and Labour Department officers 

were appointed 'official negotiators' to help bring a settlement by negotiations. 
The latter, being experts in Indian estate labour, were inexperienced and seemed 
unsure in the handling of the Chinese strikers; indeed, on occasions, the Controller 
of Labour, C. Wilson, tended to treat the Chinese tappers as if they were docile 
Tamil coolies. During a negotiation at Bangi Estate in mid-March, Wilson warned 
the workers not to pitch their wage demands too high lest they be replaced by lower- 
paid Tamils and reminded them that the government could draw on the large pools 
of unemployed in China and India.92 Such gratuitous warnings naturally fell on deaf 

91 Report on the Wardieburn Estate labour trouble by Dickinson, Deputy Commissioner of Police, 
FMS, 24.3.1937, SSF General 194/1937. 92 Report on Strikes on Rubber Estates by N. Grice, Acting Chinese Protector of Selangor, 16.3.1937, 
ibid. 
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ears. The position was that accustomed to working hand-in-glove with the planters, 
the Controller of Labour and his men seemed to sympathise more with empoyers 
than strikers. 

Be that as it may, Labour Department and Chinese Protectorate officers repor- 
ted that strikers were law-abiding and willing to parley. What inhibited negotiation 
was that few labour representatives were forthcoming. The communist organisers 
chose to stay in the background. They only re-emerged, once the official negotiators 
left the scene, to try to frustrate any possible settlement.93 Another difficulty was that 
labour demands were lumped together and strikers insisted on their complete accep- 
tance. When these demands included the unconditional release of the thirteen Cheras 
Road detainees, prospects of a settlement dimmed. To make matters worse, employers 
refused to offer concessions unless the strikers resumed work unconditionally. In 
brief, little prospects existed for a peaceful settlement of the March unrest. 

Nonetheless, Chinese Protectorate officers persisted in that direction to the 
very end. To them they were merely performing their role of protecting Chinese 
welfare, as they believed that the March strike was motivated basically by genuine 
economic grievances. They tended to be sceptical of the view that it was communist 
controlled and directed, an understandable standpoint as no concrete proof of this was 
forthcoming until late March. Overall, the sympathy of Chinese Protectorate officers 
lay with the strikers, and on occasions the Chinese Protector, N. Grice, sided with 
workers. He was caustic towards the instransigence and arrogance of particular em- 
ployers. When labour demands were brushed aside at Connemara Estate on March 
7th the Chinese Protector felt that 'some of the demands are unreasonable but the 
manager is still more unreasonable in not even attempting to negotiate'.94 In another 
report on the working conditons of tappers, he stressed 'that the estates had exhibited 
less than ordinary consideration for the comfort of the labourers'.95 Throughout the 
period, the Chinese Protector, to the surprise of the Selangor Resident, was good- 
humoured and indulgent towards the strikers even though he suffered considerable 
harrassment and at times had to be freed by the police from tight corners. 

The views of the government until late March were more akin to those of the 
Chinese Protectorate than of the Police Department. After the initial shock, the 
government became critical of employers, both for their bad faith in not observing 
fully the agreements contracted since November 1936 and for their general refusal 
to consider labour demands in March 1937. Besides, Thomas conceded that estate 
tappers did not enjoy 'a proper wage'.96 But confronted with such large-scale strikes 
for the first time, the government was rather muddled on how to act, especially when 
it did not fully understand labour grievances nor know the possible concessions 
forthcoming from employers. British officials endeavoured to persuade planters 
and their associations to spell out their possible offers but in vain. Much to its annoy- 

93 Memorandum by S.W. Jones, Resident of Selangor, April 1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 94 Report on Strike in Connemera Estate, Semenyih, by N. Grice, Acting Chinese Protector of 
Selangor. 9.3.1937. SSF General 194/1937. 

95 Memorandum on labour unrest in Selangor by N. Grice, Acting Chinese Protector of Selangor 
12.3.1937, SSF General 735/1936. 96 S. Thomas to British Residents 31.3.1937, NSSF 709/1937. 
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ance, the government found employers' attitude a hindrance to the mediatory role 
it intended to play. In line with its laissez-faire policy, the government concentrated 
on creating the conditions conducive to a peaceful settlement and preventing any 
breaches of the peace. It would neither compel employers to make concessions nor 
press workers to resume work without a proper settlement.97 In this British officials 
were until late March encouraged by the optimistic situational reports sent by the 
official negotiators. 

The Cheras Road incident on March 14th failed to shake the government al- 
though it now faced strong employer and police pressure for coercive action. Govern- 
ment officials continued to strive for a negotiated settlement to what was essentially 
a legal strike. To facilitate this the British Resident, S.W. Jones, released all the Cheras 
Road detainees except the famous thirteen and specifically instructed the police ' to strain every nerve to avoid any further use of force'. Coercive intervention was 
considered unwarranted and unwise as it could create the impression that the govern- 
ment now sided with the employers against the strikers.98 By this time however, Bri- 
tish officials had shown a growing concern about the invidious activities of commu- 
nist agitators and the growing politicisation of the strike movement. But commu- 
nist organisation had been so skilfully contrived and secretive that before March 
21st the police had not been able to identify the 'wire-pullers' behind the scene. The 
only way the police could proceed was to round up hundreds of innocent workers 
in the hope that among them would be found the 'communist knaves'. This the govern- 
ment refused to sanction. Meanwhile, police officers assiduously gathered informa- 
tion from their agents and pieced together a convincing scenario of communist intri- 
gues and manipulations. Confronted with this on March 21st or March 23rd, 
Resident Jones at last approved police intervention.99 The communist challenge to 
established authority had been proved, and industrial chaos were imminent in the FMS. 
On March 24th the stage was set for a bloody clash between the strikers and the 
police. 

The Settlement 
That day police units conducted the first raid against agitators at the 'armed camp' 
in Hawthornden Estate. Four were detained and the strikers temporarily dispersed. 
On March 25th Shenton Thomas arrived in Kuala Lumpur to personally direct the 
whole operation. A meeting between UPAM representatives and the Federal Secre- 
tary was immediately convened to discuss the situation. The government rejected the 
view of a minority group in the meeting that the strikers should be starved into sub- 
mission. This line of action, the government warned, would lead to massive looting 
of shops and general unrest in the country. Under pressure, the rest of the planters' 
representatives then outlined certain tentative concessions for a possible settlement 
and undertook not to exploit 'the favourable situation' in the wake of a forcible 

97 S.W. Jones wrote to W.E. Pepys, 'I should advise you to make certain of your planters' but un- 
fortunately the following sentence - obviously a criticism - was scratched out by Pepys. see 
Letter 28.3.1937, Johore General Adviser's File 338/1937. 

98 Memorahdum by S.W. Jones, Resident of Selangor, April 1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
99 Ibid. 
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breaking of the strike.100 This done, Thomas launched a two-pronged offensive aim- 
ing at a suppression of the communist organisations behind the unrest and an orderly 
settlement of the dispute. 

The same day, March 25th, the police conducted a major raid against the Kajang 
Strike Committee headquarters at Sungei Ramai, but the leading communist acti- 
vists escaped. At this point, the Chinese Protector successfully persuaded the govern- 
ment to hold a last-minute negotiation for a settlement at Batu Arang. This failed 
and on March 26th 200 policemen, with two companies of the Malay Regiment on the 
standby, invaded the Malayan Collieries at 3.30 a.m. on a dark night. As the raiders 
approached the dimly-lit kongsis, 'an alarm was sounded by the striking of a gong 
and the blowing of two blasts on a whistle. This was the signal for the pouring out 
of the kongsi houses of several hundred coolies armed with iron bars, poles, pick- 
handles, hatchets and files and long-handed axes'.101 These armed coolies attacked 
a group of detectives who reacted by firing nine shots, killing an agitator and wound- 
ing two others. The other police parties drove the rioters back into the kongsi houses. 
Prudently, the key strike leaders fled to the blukar in the darkness. At dawn 116 per- 
sons were detained and the essential Collieries services immediately resumed. The 
communist challenge at Batu Arang had collapsed. 

The effects of the Batu Arang raid were devastating. Cowed, the RWU Strike 
Committee in Negri Sembilan decided, on its own, to settle with employers. The 
Kajang Strike Committee became demoralised and the estate strike under its control 
soon disintegrated. Bold strikers however, regrouped at Wardieburn and Hawthorn- 
den Estates on March 29th. They were broken up by a large police party backed by 
two platoons of the Punjabi Regiment. Forty alleged agitators were detained and 
the thoroughly frightened tappers resumed work on any terms. The same day, the 
police raided the Selangor Communist Party headquarters at Batu Tiga Road, 
Klang. Five communist activists, including Boh Chin, were arrested.102 In this fashion 
the rounding up of communist agitators continued into May, although normalcy 
had returned to Selangor and Negri Sembilan by April 2nd. 

Simultaneously, government officials went around preparing the way for an 
industrial accord. Chinese Protectorate officers took active steps to curb, if not pre- 
vent, victimisation of workers as employers invariably hardened their attitude to- 
wards labour. At the same time, parties of policemen and Punjabi troops toured Ka- 
jang, Sungei Besi, and Klang in Selangor and Sepang, Mantin and Seremban in Negri 
Sembilan to encourage wavering workers to resume work and to disperse picketeers 
and propaganda and militant corp members. And under government pressure, plan- 
ters formed committees to negotiate with labour representatives. On March 27th the 
Chinese Protector contacted a labour representative purportedly standing in for 
workers in twenty-two estates in Negri Sembilan. This led to an agreement between 

100 Ibid. 
101 Report by the Commissioner of Police, FMS, on Strikes in Selangor and Negri Sembilan, un- 

dated, enclosure to S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 20.5.1937. CO 273/632/50336/1937. 102 When arrested, Boh Chin attempted to swallow a communist document but managed only to 
dispose of a part of it. A Record of the Banishment Enquiry regarding twenty-one Chinese at 
Pudu Goal beginning on 26.7.1937, SSF General 622/1937. 
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the strikers and the Negri Sembilan Planters' Association on March 28th.103 Three 
days later, a meeting at the Merchants' and Miners' Club in Kajang resulted 
in a similar agreement in Selangor. Early in April the strikes in Malacca, Pahang and 
Johore were likewise settled without much difficulties. 

Although the Batu Arang workers apparently resumed work with a ten per cent 
wage increase, the estate strikers obtained significant concessions in wages and im- 
provements in working conditions. The Ulu Langat agreement contracted on March 
31st reflected salient features of the settlements, especially in Selangor and Negri 
Sembilan. Under this agreement, the employers conceded to a daily wage rate of 
eighty cents, twenty cents less than the rate demanded. They also partially met de- 
mands for improved working conditions such as clean kongsi houses, good sanitary 
conditions, free medical treatment for sick workers, payment of maternity benefits 
to working mothers. In other words, certain welfare provisions in the Labour Code, 
hitherto confined to Indian labour, were to apply to Chinese tappers for the first time. 
Finally to curb abuses by contractors, the agreement stipulated the posting of no- 
tices in the estates in advance of pay days.104 It should be noted that the settlement 
terms varied to some extent within and between states because they were individually 
contracted with different planters or their associations. 

The Impact 
The March strike convinced Thomas that a new era of employer-employee relations 
had opened in Malaya. As the Federal Secretary bluntly warned the UPAM on May 
21st, 1937: 

'The conclusion which is forced upon His Excellency is that the strike in future 
may possess an element of danger which has hitherto been absent in that it will 
be less easy to localise it, the reasons which led to it may quickly be obscured, 
and it may be taken over by persons whose aim is lawlessness rather than the 
removal of causes of complaint. A strike in one area may therefore have se- 
rious repercussions in another: indeed it may effect much of the country.'105 

This was borne in mind when the government took prompt relief measures during 
the 1938 recession and when Thomas reminded employers, who refused to raise wage in 
1940, that the failure to pay 'a proper wage' resulted in the March strike. The Com- 
missioner of Police, in fact, claimed that the relief works offered to 15,000 Chinese 
coolies partly accounted for the absence of labour trouble during the 1938 recession.106 
What the March strike had failed to do was to undermine official conviction in the 
efficacy and soundness of the employment system. No radical reforms were consi- 

103 MRCA April 1937, CO 273/628/50055 Pt 1/1937. 104 Agreement concerning Ulu Langat Rubber Estates 31.3.1937. SSF General 194/1937. ror a 
summary of the nineteen demands presented by estate strikers and the concessions they gained, 
see J.N. Parmer, 'Chinese Estate Workers' Strikers in Malaya in March 1937', C.D. Cowan (ed.), 
pp. 170-174. 105 Federal Secretery, FMS, to Secretary, UPAM, 21.5.1937, CO 272/632/50336/1937. 

106 FMS Report on the State of Crime and Administration of the Police Force for the Year 1938, 
Kuala Lumpur, above date, p.2. 
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dered necessary, but what surprises was the tardiness and dilatoriness with which 
precautionary measures were taken. Nearly all these measures became operative 
a year or more after the March unrest. Their primary objective was to tone up the 
efficiency of the employment system so as to isolate communist agitators from the 
Chinese labour force. 

To begin with, the March strike ri vetted government and employer attention 
on the high degree of ignorance concerning conditions of Chinese labour in Malaya. 
Thomas felt that this had to be overcome before reforms could be initiated; other- 
wise, it would be like putting 'the cart before the horse.'107 Towards this end, the 
Straits Times, a leading English newspaper, forcefully called for a public inquiry. Tho- 
mas however, felt that a public inquiry would be too time-consuming and its value du- 
bious. What he really feared perhaps was that such an inquiry could prove truly em- 
barrassing as it might expose the government's unpreparedness and employers' intransi- 
gence towards an under-paid labour force. At the worst, it might even open to prying 
eyes the deplorable splits among British officials towards the March strike. Always 
averse to washing dirty linens in public, Thomas settled on a most innocuous measure. 
W.L. Blythe, a Chinese Protectorate officer, was thus appointed to conduct 'a com- 
prehensive survey of the conditions under which Chinese is employed' in the FMS from 
October to December 1937. The Blythe Report, despatched to Whitehall in November 
1938, must have proved highly helpful to colonial administration of Chinese affairs. 
One writer even asserts that it was 'probably the most important single document 
presaging change for the Chinese workers.'108 

Meanwhile, inter-departmental measures were taken to keep the government 
adequately informed of conditions of Chinese labour in mines, estates and industries. 
The aim was to prevent a repetition of the situation in March 1937 in which the go- 
vernment neither fully understood labour grievances nor knew the extent of conces- 
sions employers were willing to offer. Accordingly, Labour Department officers and 
District Officers began for the first time to regularly inspect places of Chinese em- 
ployment. In particular, District officers now kept 'Government informed of anything 
which they consider to be a legitimate source of discontent or unrest beyond their own 
capacity to remedy'.109 The Chinese Protectorate, which continued to bear the brunt 
of the task of keeping Chinese labour contented, also varied its traditional mode of 
operation. Hitherto, its officers had concentrated on Chinese political and social 
problems and dealt with Chinese labour questions only intermitently. Generally, 
they abstained from interfering in any labour dispute, unless their help was sought 
or a strike occurred, on the assumption that Chinese workers were capable of looking 
after themselves. The March strike convinced the government that this approach was 
outdated and opened a way to communist exploitation of labour discontent. Con- 
sequently, the numbers of Chinese Protectorate personnel were increased to enable 
the officers to pay continual attention to Chinese labour questions, regularly inspect 

107 S. Thomas to British Residents 31.3.1937, NSSF 709/1937. 108 J.N. Parmer, 'Attempts at Labour Organisation by Chinese Workers in Certain Industries in 
Singapore in the 1930s', K.G. Tregonning (ed.), pp. 254 - 5. 109 Circular Letter to District Officers by J. Cowgill, Acting Resident of Pahang, 4.6.1937, NSSF 
709/1937. 
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places of Chinese employment and submit monthly reports to the government.110 
Unlike in the past, Chinese Protectorate officers now worked closely with other Bri- 
tish officials and endeavoured to keep abreast of Chinese labour discontent and rec- 
tify them before any dispute could mature into a strike. While commending the above 
measures, the Colonial Office felt that the time was ripe for some substantial reforms. 
In August 1937 Whitehall proposed the creation of a single department to take charge 
of the whole field of labour. The Chinese Protectorate and the existing Labour De- 
partment would then confine their tasks to dealing with Chinese and Indian socio- 
political issues.111 In November 1938 Thomas advised against the proposal on the 
grounds that a single Labour Department would not only prove financially prohi- 
bitive but would also undermine administrative control over Chinese and Indian 
socio-political issues because of their interrelation with labour questions. The Gover- 
nor was clearly labouring under the erroneous assumption that no British officer 
could become an expert in both Chinese and Indian labour affairs. As a top to White- 
hall officials, Thomas proposed to station a senior Chinese Protectorate officer in the 
Labour Department as Deputy Controller of Labour. He effectively cited the Blythe 
Report in support of his views on the above proposals.112 Whitehall agreed, and such 
a Deputy Controller of Labour was appointed in 1939. His tasks were to encourage 
joint studies of common labour problems, examine how certain welfare provisions of 
the Labour Code might be extended to Chinese labour, supervise the development 
of Chinese trade unions, and generally to speed up and enhance co-ordination bet- 
ween the Chinese Protectorate and the Labour Department. It is doubtful that much 
could have been achieved in the above matters before the Japanese invasion of Malaya 
in December 1941. 

The March strike induced the government to set up a Malayan Chinese Advi- 
sory Committee in April 1938 modelled after the successful Indian Immigration Com- 
mittee. However, statutory power would not be vested in this committee until it proved 
effective. The objective was to foster closer consultation and co-ordination between 
the government and the employers, an asset sadly lacking during the March unrest. 
The Committee, chaired by the Controller of Labour, met periodically to discuss 
and tender advice to the government on matters pertaining to Chinese immigration 
quotas, cost of steamer passage, wages, the contract system, and employers' obligations 
under the Labour Code. Thus prepared, the government would hopefully be more rea- 
dy to grapple with future emergencies in the labour scene.113 Another notable point 
was that labour was completely unrepresented on the committee. Clearly under the 
scheme, the government and the employers regarded 'themselves as allies for the 
purpose of securing a contented labour force.' The recurrence of large-scale Chinese 
labour strikes between 1939 and 1940 and the absence of a positive wage policy to- 
wards Chinese estate labour presumably indicate that the committee made unimpressive 
progress to December 1941. 

110 Federal Secretary, FMS, to Secretary, UPAM, 21.5.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
111 W.G. Ormsby-Gore to S. Thomas 19.8.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 
112 S. Thomas to Malcolm MacDonald 15.11.1938, CO 273/645/50336/1938. 113 S. Thomas to W.G. Ormsby-Gore 30.4.1938, ibid. 
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After the March strike the government strongly urged employers to do everything 
possible to ensure that no justifiable grievances existed among workers. This, together 
with the belief that large-scale strikes could recur, initially induced employers to take 
greater interest and maintain closer contact with Chinese labour. In the Batu Arang 
Collieries, many open-cast and hydraulic mines and in some rubber estates engaging 
small Indian-Chinese labour force, the March strike speeded up the direct em- 
ployment of Chinese workers.115 Meanwhile, District Officers, especially those in 
the FMS, were specifically instructed, when on tours, to 'keep a watchful eye open 
to see that the settlements recently made between employers and employed are faith- 
fully observed.'116 Such precautionary measures were timely. As in the past, instances 
of employers breaking certain settlements and economising on others caused some 
labour unrest throughout 1937.117 Overall, however, the impact of the March strike 
ensured the general implementation of the wage agreements until the slump in mid- 
1938. But to what extent the welfare gains of the strikers materialised is by no means 
clear. After the strike, the government approved a great many plans for the erection 
of 'good up-to-date coolie lines' in estates in Selangor, Negri Sembilan and West 
Pahang. Presumably improvement in the social conditions of the tappers followed. 
Maternity allowances were also paid for the first time in most estates in south Selangor 
and north Negri Sembilan.118 It is clear however, that abuses by Chinese contractors 
continued in Malaya, and Chinese workers were still excluded from several major 
welfare provisions in the Labour Code. After the March strike Thomas supported 
the view of the Chinese Protector and W. Blythe that employers should be made 
legally responsible for the provision of coolie lines, medical and sanitation facilities, 
water supplies and so on in estates, mines and elsewhere. But nothing materialised. 
As happened once earlier, employers opposed additional responsibilities and in- 
creased production cost. 

Employers' keener interest and closer contact with Chinese labour however, 
was more than offset by their failure to grasp the lesson of the March strike. In the 
rubber industry, the UPAM was unable either to evolve a clear-cut positive labour 
policy or to establish an efficacious industrial machinery.119 Under government pres- 
sure, it did set up a Labour Committee in 1937 which was replaced by an Estate 
Workmen Committee two years later. Acting under the advice of the former com- 
mittee employers slashed the daily wage rate of Chinese labourers to around sixty 
cents during the 1938 recession. There the rate remained till 1940. When rubber prices 

114 Federal Secretary, FMS, to Secretary. UPAM. 21.5.1937. CO 273/632/50336/1937. 115 After the March strike, the 2000 underground workers became directly employed by the Collie- 
ries and plans were under way to rope in the open-cuts labourers. 116 Circular letter to District Officers by J. Cowgill, Acting Resident of Pahang, 4.6.1937, NSSF 
709/1937. 117 For instance, in September 1937 the Palm land Estate in Selangor introduced a new distribution 
of tasks, presumably aimed at pushing the daily wage rate below eighty cents, without consulting 
the forty tappers as required under the recent agreement. When the tappers downed tools, they 
were summarily dismissed. For this and other cases, see SSF General 276/1937 and SSF General 
735/1936. 118 W.L. Blythe, pp. 11-12. 119 For discussion, see J.N. Parmer, 'Chinese Estate Workers' Strikes in Malaya in March 1937', 
C.D. Cowan (ed.), pp. 164 - 166, 169; M.R. Stenson, pp.44; 49 - 50. 
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rose thereafter, employers did not increase wages 'with greater celerity'.120 In other 
words, employers in the rubber and other industries had still not adequately realised 
that the March strike erupted mainly because wages did not keep pace with price in- 
creases and that the resultant unrest opened a way to communist manipulations. The 
concessions wrested by workers during the strikes enhanced communist prestige and 
influence among Chinese labour and indeed drove home to labour the power of the 
strike weapon. Had employers voluntarily lifted wages promptly and adequately and 
had there been fewer instances of managerial arrogance and intransigence, the scale 
of 1936 - 37 strikes would have been far less frightening. As the employers continued 
to go around with blinkers, large-scale strikes broke out intermittently in estates, mines 
and elsewhere between 1939 and December 1941. It may be noted in this connexion 
that the massive stoppage among Indian tappers in the rubber estates in Klang from 
March to May 1941 offers some parallels to the March strike. As in the earlier affair, 
the Klang strike was initially motivated primarily by demands for wage increases. As 
it progressed, the minimal concessions gained strengthened the prestige and influence 
of two nationalistic Indians, H.R. Nathan and Y.K. Menon, and an Indian com- 
munist named Thanagiah and helped them to inject an element of Indian National 
Congress politics among the tappers. When Nathan was arrested and Tamil coolies 
rioted, the government firmly suppressed the unrest, this time, with the military 
forces. As in the March 1937 strike, employers' intransigence aggravated the Klang 
stoppage. In fact, employers' attitude had hardened towards labour after the rubber 
industry was declared an 'essential industry' in June 1940. Most managers, in fact, 
expected the government to declare the Klang strike illegal and forced the tappers to 
resume work. The general attitude appears to be 'that Government can and should 
provide a weapon to prevent and stop strikes'.121 In short, the March strike and 
the subsequently unrest failed to change in any way the basic attitude of employers, 
particularly Europeans, towards Chinese (and Indian) labour. In the rubber industry, 
and only less marked in the other industries, it was an authoritarian and paternalistic 
attitude of never giving in to strikers purportedly incited by political malcontents in 
order to preserve employers' prestige and teach workers the ineffectiveness of the 
strike weapon. Needless to say, this attitude not only failed to discourage strikes 
but served to open more avenues for communist influence among Chinese labour. 

From the above it is clear that both government officials and employers agreed 
that the task ahead was to avert a recurrence of the March strike and that this neces- 
sitated the isolation of communist agitators from labour. In the avid discussions 
during and after the strike some suggested that labour unions should now be offered 
legal recognition so that they could be brought under proper control. However, others 
including Thomas, feared that the proposal would open the way to communist cap- 
ture of worker unions. The discussions also raised the question of some industrial 
machinery to help prevent large-scale stoppages. In the Singapore unrest in Septem- 
ber 1936 Thomas himself suggested a wage conciliation board without statutory 

120 The Chinese Protectorate commented on the March strike, 'It is to be hoped that planters have 
learned their lesson and that they will in future be willing to adjust wage rates with greater cele- 
rity'. MRCA March 1937, CO 273/628/50055 Pt 1/1937. 121 W.C. Wilson, Controller of Labour, to S. Thomas 8.7.1941, CO 717/145/51574 (1) Pt 1/1941. 
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powers, a suggestion reiterated by an English newspaper, the Malayan Tribune in 
March 1937. He was advised however, that it would not work among 'excitable 
orientals' under agitators' influence who would reject its awards forthwith. Going a 
step further, Dickinson and the Chinese Protector of Selangor called for a 
'Wage Board' with statutory powers. The latter wrote: 

'All this points to the necessity for an organisation with statutory powers in res- 
pect to wages. It should have the power to initiate proceedings for alteration in 
wages so that labourers should not be forced to the striking point'.122 

Unfortunately how the government and employers responded to the proposal is by 
no means clear. 

The initiative for action however, came from Colonial Office officials who re- 
opened the question of introducing separate legislation to offer recognition to trade 
unions. Whitehall raised this question once before in 1930 but made no headway. 
The then acting Governor, M.B. Shelley, asserted that the move was premature and 
that the Societies Ordinance was adequate for the registration of trade unions.123 
The September strikes in Singapore stirred Whitehall's interest again but it was not 
until the full blasts of the March strike were felt that its officials acted.124 These officials 
rightly pointed out that labour unions were being formed in Malaya even without 
official recognition and that separate legislation was warranted either to prevent them 
from falling under communist control or from 'becoming societies for the enrichment 
of promoters' as happened in Ceylon. What particularly impressed the Colonial 
Office was 'the absence of organised bodies of employees with whom to negotiate' 
during the March strike.125 Thomas was accordingly urged to introduce an ordinance 
for the registration and control of labour unions in Malaya. Under pressure, the 
Governor acted with a great deal of reluctance and misgivings. In the end the Colo- 
nial Office initiative was turned to serve the government's central interest which was 
the prevention of a recurrence of the March strike. Hence, as London officials rightly 
noted, the proposed bills - the Societies Amendment Enactment and the Industrial 
Disputes Bill - aimed not only to impose an iron-tight control on trade unions but 
also to meet the sort of emergency situations as existed in Malaya in March 1937.126 
The bills were worked out by a conference attended by the Attorney-General of the 
Straits Settlements, the FMS Legal Adviser, the Controller of Labour and the Secre- 
tary for Chinese Affairs and were despatched to London late in June 1938. 

Instead of enacting a separate legislation for the registration of labour unions, 
the government only intended to amend the Societies Ordinance. The Societies 
Amendment Ordinance would provide for the separate registration of labour unions as 
Representative Industrial Societies, a name advisably chosen to replace that of 'trade 

122 Report on Klang Disturbances by Dickinson, Deputy Commissioner of Police, FMS, 3.3.37, 
SSF General 193/1937; Memorandum on labour unrest in Selangor by N. Grice, Acting Chinese 
Protector of Selangor, SSF General 735/1936. 123 M.B. Shelley to Lord Passfield, confidential no.73, 4.3.1931 (National Library of Singapore 
Collection). 124 W.G. Ormsby-Gore to S. Thomas 19.8.1937, CO 273/632/50336/1937. 125 Minutes by A.C.C.P. (?) 12.8.37, ibid. 

126 Minutes by H.M.? 11.7.1938, CO 273/645/50336/1938. 
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union'. Such societies would constitute 'a development of certain trade guilds and other 
societies', perform trade union functions and aim at furthering workers' (or emplo- 
yers') interests. However, they would not enjoy the privileges and rights normally 
given to trade unions, a point that no doubt would facilitate official control. Three 
levels of control were entrenched in the Societies Amendment Enactment. Firstly, 
labour unions apparently had first to register under the Societies Ordinance and then 
would be separately recorded as Representative Industrial Societies. As already noted 
the Societies Ordinance had hitherto excluded nearly all communist and communist- 
dominated unions from recognition. The Representative Industrial Societies, out- 
growths of existing registered bodies, would virtually be guaranteed to be 'safe orga- 
nisations'. Secondly, stringent regulations were laid down in order to ensure that only 
'desirable' labour organisations would be registered. The stipulation that a Repre- 
sentative Industrial Society must have as members the majority of the workers in a 
particular industry, as one Colonial Office official explained, would be pretty stiff 
on 'embryo trade unions'. Besides, the government would be empowered to cancel its 
registration should it fail to fulfil any of the stipulated conditions. Finally, provisions 
existed to exclude educated outsiders and political undesirables from involvement 
with Representative Industrial Societies. This lay behind the condition that officers 
and members of a society must have worked in the trade or industry concerned for 
two years. 'Political undesirables' would be shut out by the stipulation 'that the Society 
[should not be] controlled by persons holding particular political views'. In addition, 
a Representative Industrial Society would be prohibited from contracting any affi- 
liation with political parties.127 Clearly then, the central aim behind the Societies 
Amendment Enactment was to prevent communist activists from capturing the re- 
gistered trade unions and using them to organise labour unrest on the scale of the 
March strike. 

As if the terms were not prohibitive enough, the amendment bill went hand-in- 
hand with a draconian ordinance called the Industrial Disputes Bill. Probably arising 
from the discussion on the setting up of a 'Wage Board' mentioned earlier, Thomas 
came round once again to the view, closely akin to employers', that close governmental 
supervision of wages and working conditions was a way of shielding labour from 
communist manipulations. Hence, the Industrial Disputes Bill - which was so pro- 
management that one may assume that it was intended to render the recognition of 
trade unions more palatable to employers. As one writer has pointed out, there were 
employers who desired to see trade union legislation supplemented by a system of 
compulsory arbitration,128 presumably resembling that provided in the Industrial Dis- 
putes Bill. Compulsory arbitration was acceptable to employers as a means of granting 
concessions to workers without 'a loss of face'. More important the dices were loaded 
against labour under compulsory arbitration. Employers, being organisationally and 
financially superior to nascent trade unions, would generally be more effective in 
presenting their cases to the arbitration court. This advantage would be sharpened by 
the bill which sought to debar unions from engaging officials from outside the industry 

127 An enactment to amend the Societies Ordinance, enclosure to S. Thomas to Malcolm MacDonald 
25.6.1938, ibid. 

128 M.R. Stenson, p.44. 
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concerned. Besides, labour disputes would be resolved under compulsory arbitration, 
by persons believed to have the common interest in creating the conditions considered 
by employers as congenial to orderly economic development in Malaya. 

The Industrial Disputes Bill, as Whitehall officials admitted, had no parallel in 
the entire British Empire.129 Under the act, the traditional method of resolving dis- 
putes by informal worker-employer negotiations under the mediation of either a Chi- 
nese Protectorate or Labour Department officer would still prevail in most trades and 
industries. When complications arose, the Governor might convene a commission of 
inquiry to investigate and recommend terms for a voluntary settlement. Under normal 
circumstances only a limited group of industries such as electricity and water supply 
would be declared 'essential industries'. The bill however, was designed to prevent 
large-scale strikes from spreading to much of the country as happened in March 1937. 
For this purpose, the Governor was vested with unlimited power to declare any 
industry an 'essential industry'. A declaration could be issued when informal nego- 
tiation had failed to end an industrial dispute 'within a reasonable time' or when the 
dispute 'spreads to or affects other industries in such a way as injuriously to affect or 
endanger the welfare or safety of the state'. The dispute would then be adjudicated by 
an arbitration tribunal, chaired by a High Court judge, whose awards would be binding 
on all interested parties. The Governor also had the authority to prescribe rigid wages 
and working conditions and to declare lockouts and strikes illegal in an essential in- 
dustry.130 Under the scheme anyone inciting, abetting or aiding by material or other 
means an unlawful strike in such an industry would be committing an offence. When 
a representative industrial society was so found guilty, its office-holders would be 
liable to imprisonment - a provision that transformed unions into shadowy orga- 
nisations in an essential industry.131 No doubt, the latter provisions were intended 
at debarring communist and probably other agitators from exploiting labour disputes. 

The Industrial Disputes Bill reflected the belief prevailing among British officials 
and employers that responsible union leaders were few and not sufficiently mature 
to stand up on their own feet. It was stipulated that a would-be worker nominee on 
the arbitration tribunal must be a British subject or a person born in the FMS or 
resident in Malaya for the preceding two years who besides 'should not be directly 
financially concerned in the result of the dispute'. To make matters worse, he should 
understand and speak the English language,132 the medium of proceedings in the 
tribunal. The position then was that nearly all union representatives as well as those 
Chinese towkays who presented workers' cases in the Chinese Protectorate were non- 
English-speaking. The government's assertion that each year an increasing number 
of English-speaking towkays would be forthcoming to act as worker nominees was no 
more than wistful thinking. Besides, it was from among the workers themselves that 
arbitrators were to be nominated as the bill barred union officials from outside the in- 
129 Memorandum on draft Bill designed to provide machinery for the solution of industrial dis- 

putes in the Federated Malay States undated, enclosure to G.H. Luce to Colonial Office 31.10. 
1938, ibid. 

130 Draft of the Industrial Disputes Bill, enclosure to S. Thomas to Malcolm MacDonald 25.6.1938, ibid. 
131 Minutes by W.L. Davies 9.7.1938, ibid. 132 S. Thomas to Malcolm MacDonald 25.6.1938, ibid. 
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dustry concerned from sitting on the tribunal. The above conditions practically ruled 
out all potential worker nominees and forced representative industrial societies 
into dependence on the Controller of Labour or the Chinese Protector, an eventuality 
understandably sanctioned by the bill. Under the proposed system of compulsory 
arbitration, therefore, trade unions would play a subsidiary role to government offi- 
cials. 

The only provision that may be considered mildly pro-worker was that insisting on 
the faithful observance of an arbitration award in an essential industry. Accordingly, 
it would be an offence for any party to obstruct the implementation of an award or 
to incite others to do so. Any employer engaging workers (or any employees seeking 
employment) on terms inconsistent with those of the award would likewise be acting 
illegally. Under the bill, employers were prohibited from dismissing any employee 
simply because he was an officer or a member of a union, or had acted as arbitator or 
negotiator, or had benefited from an arbitration award. Such acts of victimisation, 
as discussed earlier, were not uncommon in the past and during the March strike. 
In other words the bill sought to eliminate employers' intransigence as a cause of 
industrial disputes . 

As expected, the Societies Amentment Enactment and the Industrial Disputes 
Bill were not well received in the Colonial Office. The general consensus was that the 
bills would 'strike at the very root of the formation of a Trade Union movement 
in the circumstances in Malaya.'133 The Secretary of State was warned that any ap- 
proval of the bills would open him to severe criticisms in the country and hostile 
attacks in Parliament. The Ministry of Labour was equally harsh on both bills, parti- 
cularly the Industrial Disputes Bill which virtually amounted to 'an overriding Govern- 
ment Regulation of wages and working conditions'.134 It believed that under the scheme 
compulsory arbitration would stultify voluntary negotiation intended as the standard 
method of settling disputes. With their eyes on the ultimate resort to compulsory ar- 
bitration, both employers and employees would be unwilling to compromise and 
settle. The Ministry of Labour therefore concluded that the scheme 'is not practicable' 
except possibly when the essential industries were 'scheduled and the number defi- 
nitely limited'.135 Apparently under Colonial Office pressure, Thomas in the end ac- 
cepted modified versions of the 1935 Ceylonese Trade Union Ordinance as Whitehall 
officials desired, and the 1919 United Kingdom Industrial Court Act as recommended 
by the Ministry of Labour as 'the first step' towards the establishment of a sound 
industrial system in Malaya. 

The new bills called the Industrial Courts Bill and the Trade Unions Bill were 
gazetted for public comments in 1939 and enacted a year later. The bills aimed at pro- 
moting the growth of bona fide labour unions and a system of voluntary negotiation 
for the settlement of industrial disputes. More than its 1938 counterpart, the Indus- 
trial Courts Bill laid great stress on voluntary negotiations, and unions were expected 
to play an active role in all cases. When complications emerged the government could 

133 Minutes bv Lord Dufferin 13.7.1938, ibid. 
134 Memorandum on draft Bill designed to provide machinery for the solution of industrial disputes 

in the FMS undated, enclosure to G.H. Luce to Colonial Office 31.10.1938, ibid. 
135 ibid. 
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convene independent enquiries into disputes or even an impartial arbitration.136 How- 
ever, the latter could be resorted to only when no agreement was in the offing and 
with employer-worker consent. Supplementing the above legislation was the Trade 
Unions Bill which made labour-union registration compulsory. Control was exer- 
cised through the provisions which empowered the Registrar of Trade Unions to re- 
fuse to register, or cancel the registration of, a union. The Registrar could thus act 
when the union failed to comply with the law or 'is likely to be used for unlawful pur- 
poses or purposes inconsistent with its objects and rules'. In such a case appeal against 
the Registrar would be decided by the Governor-High Commissioner. To prevent 
its officers from committing abuses, the registered union was required to submit an 
annual account to the Labour Department and to open its records for inspection by 
government officials or its members. As under the 1938 bill, unions were again pro- 
hibited from making financial contributions 'to any political party or for any political 
purposes'. Besides, two-thirds of the union officers were required to be 'engaged or 
employed in the industry or occupation with which the trade union is connected'.137 
Clearly, the above two provisions were intended to prevent unions from being cap- 
tured by political undesirables and to foster the development of 'the right kind of 
responsible [union] leadership'. Unlike the 1938 proposal however, the new bill con- 
ferred on trade unions rights and protection concerning the law of torts, the breaking 
of contracts and interference with trade. Also not found in the earlier bill was the 
provision permitting the amalgamation of two or more unions on condition that thirty 
per cent of the members of each union consented. In the light of the original bills 
the government may thus be considered to have granted significant concessions to 
trade unions. 

If past official attitude and practices were any guide, the government presumably 
doubted the wisdom of enacting the above ordinances. The 1940 bills were certainly 
neither welcomed by employers nor by workers. Most employers apparently feared 
that they would pave the way for communist domination of labour organisations. 
According to one writer, workers considered the bills emasculated versions of Bri- 
tish legislation unsuited to Malayan conditions.138 Like the MCP, union leaders be- 
lieved the laws were intended really for restricting the activities of Malayan workers. 
Whether such responses influenced official action, the bills in effect were never imple- 
mented until after the war. The government seems to have lost interest in the bills 
after their gazetted publications. Official attention came now to be focused on maxi- 
mising local contributions to British war efforts and on beefing up the country's de- 
fences. The cardinal concern was the prevention of disruptive strikes in the country, 
and several drastic measures were accordingly mounted. In September 1939 Emergency 
Regulations were introduced in Malaya outlawing strikes in 'essential industries and 
services'. In August 1940 a new set of regulations banned strikes in specified industries 
and referred disputes to compulsory arbitration. Thirteen months later a Trade Dis- 
putes Ordinance was enacted in the Straits Settlements outlawing strikes and lockouts 

136 Industrial Courts Bill, no. 12 of 1940, Supplement to the Revised Edition of the Laws of the FMS, 
Kuala Lumpur, 1939, vol.IV, pp. 1030 - 1033. 137 Trade Unions Bill, no. 11 of 1940, ibid , pp.1012 - 1029. 138 C. Gamba, pp.5 - 7. 
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organised 4o coerce the government ... by inflicting hardship upon the community' 
or for purposes other than 'in furtherance of a trade dispute'. Penalties could be im- 
posed on anyone wilfully breaking a contract of service or acting singly or in combi- 
nation with others to cause bodily harm or endanger human life or to damage or des- 
troy property.139 It was on such executive measures that the government had come to 
rely to prevent disruptive strikes and isolate labour from communist and pro- 
bably other agitators. Whether intended or not, the government seems to have success- 
fully staged a coup and utilised wartime exigencies to devise a system of industrial 
control resembling somewhat closely that envisaged in the 1938 Industrial Disputes 
Bill. 

To conclude, it should be admitted that economic causes alone would have moti- 
vated the massive strikes between September 1936 and March 1937. As it happened, 
communist activists so skilfully manipulated the situation that by early March the strike 
movement had been brought within the ambit and control of the MCP vocational 
united front policy. In fact, the March strike marks the beginning of really deep com- 
munist penetration among Chinese workers, a development sharply accelerated by 
communist involvement in the National Salvation Movement after July 1937. Through 
this movement, the MCP succeeded in organising a growing number of trade unions 
among Chinese workers ostensibly for the collection of financial and other contribu- 
tions for China's resistance against Japan. By December 1941 Malayan communists 
had in fact, succeeded in blending the economic aims of labour with their doctrine of 
revolution. The March strike also marks the start of a widening drift between workers 
on the one side and employers and the government on the other. Generally the counter 
measures taken after the strike did not prove effective, and officials' and employers' 
initial interest and caution eventually gave way under wartime pressure to a united 
stand against labour unrest purportedly motivated by political agitators. The effects 
of this development were reflected in the growing number of strikes in the late 1930s 
that involved virtually every section of the Malayan labour force. The labour unrest 
under study may thus be regarded as having inaugurated a new era of industrial 
relations in Malaya. 

189 M.R. Stenson, pp.48, 52. 
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