The World Wars and the British in
Southeast Asia
IN MY Sinclair lecture my aim was to acknowledge the help I had received from
Sir Keith Sinclair, from my other colleagues, and from my students. 1 1 sought to
do that, not merely by thanking them, but by outlining some of the ideas they had
prompted and some of the connections they had helped me to make. The main
focus of my research has been Southeast Asia, and it was the anticipated
publication of the Cambridge History of Southeast Asia in 1992 that prompted
the invitation to give the lecture. But some of my conclusions touch on
imperialism in general, and on the British empire in particular. In turn historians
of New Zealand may see some relevance in them, too.
In the 1950s and 1960s, as I had learned under the late Gordon Greenwood at
the University of Queensland and as Keith Sinclair reiterated, university teachers
in this part of the world had to display a range of wares. And that is how I began
my first-year courses on East Asia and my advanced course on World War I,
much influenced by an historian I had heard at Cambridge, F.H. Hinsley..
Whatever they did for others, the courses did something for me. Juxtaposing the
history they related benefited my study of Southeast Asia. First, they were richlycultivated fields of historiography, particularly that concerning the origins of the
First World War. By contrast, Southeast Asian historiography was, and in some
sense still is, immature. Some aspects are well covered, others not, and a regional
approach is especially difficult to sustain because of that, and also because the
concept of it as a region is relatively recent. Keeping contact with a rich
historiographical literature was a discipline, an enlightenment, an invitation
and a provocation. The second benefit was more specific, but perhaps more
problematic.
In attempting to develop the historiography of Southeast Asia post-war,
historians were naturally influenced by the events of the day, as historians so
often are, and often so profitably. The countries of Southeast Asia were,
following the Japanese incursion, securing their political independence, and
emerging from the colonial framework established in the century or so preceding
the Second World War. Historiography was influenced by a questioning of what
John Bastin called the Western element in their history, 2 which had certainly
been over-emphasized by historians of the colonial period. It was at the same
1 This is a modified version of the text of the second of the annual Keith Sinclair lectures, given
at the University of Auckland, 14 April 1992. Some of the themes are developed in a subsequent
book. The Fall of Imperial Britain in South-East Asia, Singapore. 1993.
2 John Bastin, The Western Element in Southeast Asian History, Kuala Lumpur, 1960.
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time influenced by a resort to approaches and methods borrowed from other
disciplines. Again, this was not a new thing for historians to attempt. But
Southeast Asian historians were particularly adept at it, and historiography was
enriched as a result. That tradition has indeed continued as historians have
tackled the underside of their subject: I tussled with pirates. James Warren
movingly described Singapore's rickshaw coolies and prostitutes, 1 Rey Ileto
showed that millennialist peasants in Filipinas went well beyond James Scott's
boundaries. 4
So attractive, indeed, is this vein of exploration that at times the international
dimension can be lost. And the danger of that, it seems, is what both my training
at Cambridge and my teaching at Brisbane and Auckland served to remind me
of. International history is not something that is always understood. But its
integration into other kinds of history is mutually beneficial. The way Indonesia
won its independence is a case in point. It was the result of heroic efforts on the
part of Indonesians, the generation of 1945, the pemuda. But it was also the result
of shifts in the international situation which Indonesian leaders cannily recognized and turned to account. Independence was in part won by the Indonesians,
but in part also it fell into their hands. The Indonesian case can be compared with
the Italian. Did the nineteenth-century Italians win their independence? Or did
they secure it because first Napoleon III and then Bismarck beat the Austrians? 5
What, moreover, did this mean for the future of the Italian state? Had Italians
really fulfilled the dream of the Risorgimento? We can also ask: how did the
successes of the Indonesian elite at one level relate to the prospects of social
advance at other levels?
My most recent venture, editing the multi-authored Cambridge History of
Southeast Asia, shows again the risk but also the advantage of my position. The
Press wanted not merely a history of the region, but a regional history. That was
a tough task for all the contributors, since the Southeast Asian region is so
diverse, the common themes of its history so varied, and since no one can be
secure in the history of all its countries, peoples or cultures. In some respects my
international approach helped me to shape the work. In others it did not. The
conference of contributors, held at Singapore early in 1989, revealed that one
issue of the post-war phase is very much alive: the need to balance the view from
the outside and the view from the inside. Is 'Southeast Asia' a concept shared by
Southeast Asians? Is a regional history itself a piece of history-making, if not

3 James F. Warren, Ricksluiw Coolie. Singapore, 1986; 'Prostitution and (he Politics of Venereal
Disease: Singapore. 1870-98'. Journal of Southeast Asian Studies. XXI. 2 (September 1990).
pp.360-83.
4 R.C. Ileto. Pasvon and Revolution, Quezon City, 1979.
5 In 1862 the great composer Rossini made an observation both acute and relevant. 'In 1848.1
was accused of being a reactionary because I didn't agree with those who believed that they could
get rid of the Austrians by means of hymns and shouts of "Evviva L'ltalia!" Time has proved me
right. But I can't fail to see that those childishnesses succeeded in some manner too; just as 1 must
render justice to Mazzini, though I was opposed to his doctrines, for having, hy his continuous
agitation, upheld and always kept alive among the Italians the spirit of liberty and independence, thus
making the present unity of Italy possible.' Quoted Herbert Weinstoek, Rossini. London. 1968.
p. 319.
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indeed a neo-colonialist venture? Nor was that criticism voiced only by Southeast Asians: it also came from Australian and American contributors. Any piece
of extended historical writing has to be structured, and often the structure seems
to determine the conclusions. Herbert Butterfield — another of the exciting
lecturers of my undergraduate days — attributed what he called the Whig
interpretation at least in part to the foreshortening forced on textbook writers.''
The Cambridge History had to be divided into parts and chapters. The breaks
were controversial. Is there such a thing as 'religious history' in the Southeast
Asia context? Do you regard the arrival of the Europeans in the region at the
outset of the sixteenth century as a turning-point ? We resolved to make the best
of such divisions rather than the worst: we could not avoid them.
My other more recent work tries indeed to take a more positive view of the
interrelationship of external and internal. My research on Southeast Asia was put
into another context in the early 1980s, when I began to lecture at Auckland on
Southeast Asia in the context of British imperialism as a whole. There my
reading on the First World War helped, for it made me familiar with the nature
of Britain's power in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Perhaps
understandably, but also unfortunately, historians of the British empire, I found,
dealt with India, with Africa and with the settler Dominions, but seldom with
Southeast Asia. How, I wondered, did British policy in Southeast Asia fit the
theories they had developed and the generalizations they had made? The
integration of Southeast Asia into their story might provide a mutual benefit. In
turn that might add a perspective to the international dimension of New Zealand,
as of other parts of the empire.
Let me quote Sir Keith's mentor, another Sir Keith. 'The imperial metropolis
of a far-flung polity' became, Hancock wrote, 'the commercial metropolis of a
farther-flung economy'. 7 The history of the British empire is best explained by
recognizing, first, that it is only part of the history of the British overseas, and
second, that this in turn is properly studied in the context of the world-wide
distribution of economic and political power. Britain's power in the world in the
mid-nineteenth century did not rest on nor express itself merely in territorial
possession. Above all. it rested, particularly because of its industrial primacy, on
economic success. Britain's interests were world wide. Indeed they were often
more substantial in areas where it did not possess formal control than in areas
where it did. Within a world-wide diversity of interests, there was a framework
of political and territorial interests that were also diverse. One guideline was the
provision of security for Britain itself. Another was the maintenance of bases
along the strategic routes of a world-wide trade. A third, fitting less well into the
pattern, was the empire of force and opinion built up in India during the
eighteenth-century period of rivalry with the French, but continuing to grow
thereafter, taking on its own momentum, requiring the adoption of continental
policies. The empire can in a sense be said to have had two capitals. Delhi and

6 H. Butterfield. The Whig Interpretation of History, London. 1931.
7 W.K. Haneock, 'Agenda for the Study of British imperial Economy 1850-1950". Journal
Economic History, XIII.^3 (1953) p.257.
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London, just as its ruler came to be called (to her disgust) Empress as well as
Queen: it was, as Max Beloff has suggested, a dual monarchy."
The concerns of Britain may indeed be placed within two circles of interests,
'economic' and 'territorial', which would receive different emphasis at different
times, in different areas, and in different circumstances. Those emphases helped
to form British policy. Generally the first circle of interests prompted policies
that sought a minimum degree of control over other countries. The aim was a
satisfactory economic relationship with them. Commerce, cried Richard Cobden,
was 'the grand p a n a c e a ' M e a s u r e s of control over them, if necessary at all, were
only necessary to an extent that would ensure security and fair treatment for
British economic enterprise. The British envisaged a future world of states rather
than of empires. Existing states, it was hoped, would transform themselves. If
need be, they would by Palmerstonian blows be prodded or guided into so doing.
Empire, in a restricted sense of the term, was thus an exceptional, even an
undesirable, political configuration. Intervention, though often urged and sometimes undertaken, was regrettable or temporary. The assumption of responsibility was not necessarily to be welcomed: it might be better avoided or limited.
These are the policies of a power that enjoyed an unprecedented degree of
primacy in the world. But that could not last. It would be challenged by other
states when they industrialized. It would be challenged when Europe ceased to
be the focus of world power. But, despite these challenges, the British emphasis
remained the same. In the days of that primacy, it had been possible and seen as
desirable to make adjustments and reach compromises with other powers. The
same pragmatic approach was followed in the new context. Drawing together the
fragments of territorial control into one great whole was not found possible: at
most the units of empire were severally encouraged towards federal or regional
relationships that might make them intrinsically stronger. Characteristically the
empire was seen as an alliance of nations; it was a matter of 'tacit alliances' as
James Stephen had put it.111 Not only the settler dominions, like New Zealand, but
even the non-settler dominions were assimilated into this pattern. Indeed it was
easier for Britain to handle its relative decline in this way, because it could be
viewed for what in a sense it was. not as a surrender, but as a creative act. Britain
was following through a concept already present in the nineteenth century, that
of a world of states the relationships among which were economic and diplomatic rather than territorial and imperial.
There was indeed an undue degree of self-confidence in all this. Other
attitudes carried over from the days of primacy. There was a perhaps admirable
assumption that Britain could still compete economically in such a world without
the crutches of empire or the umbrellas of protection. There was also a
presumption about the mechanics of empire. One of the most useful theories of
' e m p i r e ' advanced by Ronald Robinson and Jack Gallagher is that of
8 Max Beloff, Imperial Sunset, London. 1969.1, p.37.
9 Quoted M.J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit. Cambridge. 1981.
p.28.
10 R. Robinson. ' O x f o r d in Imperial Historiography', in F. Madden and D.K. Fieldhouse, eds.
Oxford and the Idea of Commonwealth,
London, 1982, p.31.
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'collaboration'." Empires indeed rely not merely on force, but on eliciting
support. The exertion of Britain's influence in the world — and indeed not
merely its maintenance of imperial and colonial relationships — depended on the
collaboration of elites in the states and territories concerned. The British
recognized this. They looked to such elites to govern, to preserve stability in, to
transform the states with which they dealt, whether within or outside the bounds
of empire itself.
The framework for the exertion of British influence in the world was thus a
dual one, made up of the limited application of external power, often through
naval means, and of the eliciting of local support. The British were sometimes
too confident that they could always find such a elite and that such an elite had
enough mass support to carry out the appropriate policies. They were to be
particularly concerned at the threat of international communism after 1917. It
challenged the whole view of the development of a world of nations that they
sought to advance. Perhaps characteristically, they emphasized its international
threat, and gave less attention to its capacity to transform the relationship of elite
and masses.
While only parts of Southeast Asia became formally part of the empire, all of
it was in some sense within the circle of British interests. The very diversity of
the formulae the British adopted in Southeast Asia — where it accumulated
protectorates and possessions, islands and obligations, while Spain and the
Netherlands retained empires. France established one. and Thailand remained
independent — makes it all the more a useful focus for studying Britain's
'empire' and its 'decline', even though rather neglected by imperial historians.
Indeed, insofar as Britain may be seen, in Edward Ingram's phrase, as a
'peripheral' power, 12 and the empire, in Daniel Headrick's, as a world-wide
'thalassocracy'," Southeast Asia, characteristically the scene of peripheral
powers and thalassocracies, may be an especially appropriate field of study.
Studying it in the context of studying empire adds a dimension to both pursuits.
In the 'imperialist' phase of the late nineteenth century. Southeast Asia was
divided up among mainly alien powers with a new rigidity, and mainly nonSoutheast Asian governments established with a new level of capacity to
penetrate society. Frontiers, drawn originally to avoid conflict among the
outsiders, now had another connotation. Behind them, governments were
securing a greater control over their subjects. The colonial regimes were more
concerned about threats from outside than inside. But even in the First World
War when Europe's divisions broke out in the first major conflict for a century
they did not come, as in the past, from the intervention of other European powers.
They came largely from other parts of the world, and they were rather ideological
than military or political. To a considerable extent the colonial powers in

I I Cf. R. Robinson, 'Non-European foundations of European imperialism: sketch for a theory of
collaboration', in R. Owen and Bob Sutcliffe, Studies in llie Theory of Imperialism, London. 1972.
pp. 118-40.
12 E. Ingram, The Beginning of the Great Game in Asia, Oxford, 1979, p. 12.
13 Daniel K. Headrick, The Tools of Empire, Technology and European Imperialism
in the
Nineteenth Century, Oxford, 1981, p. 175.
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Southeast Asia — to which the United States was a recent recruit as a result of
taking over the Philippines on defeating Spain in 1898 — saw common threats
and acted in common to meet dangers. All but one of the colonial powers were
or became allies in the war; all were opposed to communist threats at the end of
it and tended to act co-operatively. The colonial pattern had been established in
Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century under the aegis of the British. Now. as
their power declined, it nevertheless held together. The involvement of the
United States and the threats f r o m outside helped to preserve it.
The British, unlike the Dutch and the French, though like the Americans,
envisaged the emergence of a world of states. It was, however, some way off, and
at times it seemed beyond their political horizon. Generally, for example, they
preferred not to recruit armies from the majority peoples in their dependencies.
'A loyal and patriotic Malay nation, trained to arms might well prove in future
a fitting guardian for the Western portal to the Pacific', an Inspector-General of
Overseas Forces suggested before the First World War. l 4 The Federated Malay
States, however, maintained a battalion of mercenary troops, the Malay States
Guides, wholly Indian in composition, not Malay. The idea was indeed one for
the future, and nation-building was not yet clearly on the Malayan agenda. But
the British continued to envisage future world politics in a multi-state pattern,
slow though the evolution to it might be. They were all the more concerned about
threats to the system as a whole in particular after the First World War when
.international communism emerged and. attacking British imperialism in particular, took hold in East and Southeast Asia. It was not only necessary to sustain
the old framework by conciliating or recruiting other powers; there was an
ideological challenge to the whole concept to be faced, and the penetration of
communism sometimes complicated their relations with collaborating elites.
That major change the British recognized, and perhaps exaggerated. There
were others. They had always been anxious to avoid the provocation of Islamicopposition, which they felt would fall upon Western powers as a whole, but
Britain in particular, since it ruled more Muslims than any other state. The Dutch
tried to nip the revival of Islam in the bud. allowing the haj but trying to limit its
effect, even attempting to counter it by a measure of assimilation in the form of
the Ethical Policy. The British were more cautious, making religion, for
example, a sphere in which a Malay Sultan was not obliged to accept advice from
the British Resident.
Another change was, of course, the emergence of a modern Japanese state.
The impact of Japan upon the nationalists was considerable. 'Was it not from
there," asked Hatta the Indonesian nationalist, 'from the islands of the Japanese,
that there first arose the idea of the freedom of Asian nations after centuries
during which their lands had been surrendered to the white man?' 1 5 But the Dutch
rulers of Indonesia were more concerned about Japanese spies, more about direct
interference than example. They were also worried about the Anglo-Japanese

14 Quoted by Nadzan Haron, 'British Defence Policy in Malaya. 1X74-1918'. in K.M. d e S i l v a e l
al„ eds, Asian Panorama, New Delhi. 1990. p.443.
15 M. Rose, Indonesia Free. A Political Biography of Mohammad Hatta. Ithaca, 1987. p.74n.
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alliance of 1902: their British patron had joined a power that seemed to threaten
them. There were indeed contradictions in Britain's policy. But the alliance in
some sense enlisted Japanese acceptance of the status quo, at least pro tem.
Indeed some Japanese then and since have seen it as a kind of alliance against
nationalism: 'one of the main intentions of the Alliance was to contain the
aspiration of Asian people for f r e e d o m ' . 'The main purpose of the Alliance was
to suppress jointly the movement against the colonial interests of Britain and
Japan'. 1 6 That may exaggerate the strength and perceived threat of nationalism.
But it has some validity. The alliance not only limited Japan's threat as a power;
it emasculated pan-Asianism, another form of international challenge to the
imperial framework, by supporting the realpolitikers among the Japanese
policy-makers.
If the Japanese modernized in a particular way, and with a particular success,
the Chinese revolutionized, but with a yet more ambiguous outcome. The Qing
dynasty was overthrown in 1911, but the revolutionaries were divided over the
next steps, and civil strife ensued. That in itself was a challenge to the outside
powers. Should the Japanese in China, given new opportunities by the deepening
crisis among the European powers, be guided by pan-Asian ideals and support
the revolutionaries? British policy had aimed to uphold the integrity of China and
the Open Door to international commerce, and leave the Chinese to work out
their own destiny. But was their answer acceptable? China's independence had
been an essential part of British foreign policy in the nineteenth century, but the
British had limited its role overseas. There were many Chinese overseas,
however. From them the revolutionaries had sought to elicit sympathy and.
support, and the pre-1911 government had begun to contact them, too. The post1911 government was likely to continue along the same lines, if not go further.
For the colonial powers, this was another international challenge, particularly,
but not solely, when it became involved with communism. 1 7
If the colonial powers were in some sense right to emphasize international
threats, in another sense they were wrong. Their emphasis on threats f r o m
outside encouraged them to be too negative within their dependencies. Even the
British, more committed than the Dutch and the French to the emergence of
independent states, tended to avoid initiatives that might have suggested this was
the prospect for the world at large and not for Europe only. Such failures were
indeed to give unearned ideological opportunities to the Japanese and to the
Communists, and to weaken the position of the collaborating elites.
The confidence with which the British viewed, or affected to view, the future
was, however, in a sense part of the policy itself. If it could be demonstrated that
no major change was required, and that adjustment sufficed, there would be less
argument for change, and less opportunity for those who sought change. If the
framework as a whole were sustained, no revolutionary movement in one

l(i Sho Kuwajima. First World War anil Asia. Indian Mutiny in Singapore (1915), Osaka. 1988.
pp.80. 128.
17 Cf. C.F. Yong and R.B. McKenna, The Kuomintang Movement in British Malaya
1912-1949,
Singapore, 1990, eh J .
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territory would win support in another, as Ferdinand Blumentritt, the German
mentor of the nineteenth-century Filipino nationalist Jose Rizal, had argued was
essential: 'Wherever a people have risen against another people that ruled them,
a colony against the metropolis, the revolution has never succeeded on its own
strength.' 1 8 A weakness in one spot, if demonstrated, would suggest there were
weaknesses elsewhere, and encourage those who wanted revolution rather than
evolution, who wanted to determine the timetable that the British kept in their
hands. There were risks even so in such a policy. The British might neglect
changes within a territory that were really necessary, fearing that their adoption
would demonstrate weakness rather than strength, and their policy might be
reduced to inaction. That was surely the case in inter-war Malaya.
In the 1920s the British sought to come to terms with nationalism in China.
The Japanese accepted the Washington treaties, and the Russians did not
effectively challenge them. These compromises in East Asia preserved the status
quo in Southeast Asia from international threat. But they were under pressure in
the late 1920s and were undone by the depression and the ensuing Manchuria
incident that made 1931 so significant a year in Asia.
Much has been written on East Asia in this crucial phase, less on Southeast
Asia. The depression and the Manchurian incident affected the region in general
ways and in special ways. Southeast Asia was, of course, generally affected by
the economic downturn that the crisis in America precipitated after 1929: many
of its markets collapsed; hardship, unrest, repression ensued. More broadly, the
depression can be seen as a major break in a phase of world-wide economic
expansion that had lasted more than a century. That century had seen the shaping
of many of the relationships of colonial Southeast Asia, social, political and
constitutional, and they were in that respect all challenged by economic collapse.
Southeast Asia was also generally affected by the Manchurian incident. It added
to international insecurity. Whatever the rights or wrongs of the matter, it showed
the weakness of the League of Nations and of the post-war Washington
settlements. They could not be upheld. But again the Southeast Asian status quo
was still not directly attacked. Instead it was subject to new tensions. The overall
framework remained, but came under new pressures, varying with the territory
concerned.
The fate of Southeast Asia was seen to be connected with the conflict to the
north, which, after 1937, broadened into the Sino-Japanese war. It might indeed
keep the Japanese occupied. But if they triumphed, they would then be in a
position to exert pressure on Southeast Asia. There, too, they could benefit from
the increased prestige they would have gained, while taking advantage of the
humiliation their triumph would involve not only for the Chinese but for the
Western powers in China. The Western powers did not expect them to triumph,
but were anxious to avoid the loss of prestige their over-running of coastal China
and the foreign concessions brought. There was also the risk that frustration in
China, coupled with events elsewhere, might prompt the Japanese to concentrate
on Southeast Asia more rather than less.

18 Quoted L.M. Guerrero, The First Filipino.

Manila, 1963, pp.311 -12.
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Iii Southeast Asia the colonial structure indeed endured till the attack by the
Japanese at the opening of the Pacific war. In some sense that justified the view
that the threats within the system were less than the threats from outside, and that
if the international framework were sustained, the system would not fall. Not
surprisingly the British were especially sensitive to links between outside
opposition and internal opposition. They were concerned about the activities of
the Chinese, nationalist as well as communist, as well as the penetration of the
Japanese, more indeed. In East Asia Chinese nationalism was in a sense co-opted
into the defence of the overall framework, and it was thought likely to absorb and
exhaust the energies of Japanese imperialism. In Southeast Asia, however.
Chinese nationalism could be disruptive, stirring up ethnic antagonisms, provoking counter-nationalisms, seeming to create states within states, sheltering or
giving a cause to the Communists. The British were still concerned, too. about
Islam, though less than before, about India, about American opinion, and indeed
about opinion at home, where the India Act of 1935 provoked bitter debate. On
the whole, even so, they felt that the situation could be handled; either by timely
gestures, or by maintaining the status quo. They were, however, generally unable
or unwilling to carry through larger changes. Sir Cecil Clementi suggested
buying-out the old chartered company that administered North Borneo (Sabah)
as part of a scheme to re-organize British Borneo. '1 can't understand Sir C.
d e m e n t i ' s mentality!" the Under-Secretary exclaimed at the Colonial Office. 'If
ihere was ever a more inopportune time to make a suggestion of this kind I don't
believe he could have found it'. 19
By September 1939. when war began again in Europe, the old pattern had not
apparently changed in Southeast Asia, though the frivolity of Singapore social
life seemed to some forced and fragile. An Australian was critical of British
'tidapathy'. 'Why worry?' i t makes them content with the past, repugnant to
change, impervious to the present, however r e p e l l e n t . . . they still think in terms
of Kipling and Waterloo, and talk of Home and leave and football and bridge and
make high-sounding but mostly meaningless speeches on birthday parades. But
they refuse to see that down below them in Chinatown, among the squirming
mass of Chinese and Indians and Javanese and Thai people and other racial
mixtures, within a day's plane range of their pleasant homes, the crust of blind
acceptance is bubbling.' 2 0 There were indeed stirrings within the Southeast
Asian countries, but none, not even the Communists, seemed to threaten the
governments they individually faced. The challenges from without were, as the
British at least had always thought, more significant. How would the Japanese,
who had been associating themselves more closely with Germany under the
Anti-Comintern pact, react to the Nazi-Soviet pact of August? Would they
remain absorbed in their conflict with China? Frustrated in China, would they
use the European war to undermine the colonial powers in Southeast Asia?
Like the war itself, and in response to it, Japanese policy indeed was to go

19 Minute on d e m e n t i ' s l e t t e r o f 2 4 December 1931, C.O. 531/24 [92503], Public Record Office,
London.
20 R.C.H. McKie, This mis Singapore, Sydney, 1942, p.21.
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through a number of shifts. Its climax, reached only at the end of 1941, was the
attack on American and British possessions that turned the European war into the
Second World War. The Japanese triumph was astounding: colonial Southeast
Asia, already damaged by the compromises made by the Vichy French in 1940
and 1941. was destroyed. The British, dominant since the early nineteenth
century, were turned out: their own regimes and those of their allies and clients
eliminated. But they determined to return.
The fall of Singapore fifty years ago was, of course, an event not only in
Southeast Asian history, but in the history of British imperialism. Along with
United States participation in the war, it prompted attempts to re-shape the
empire in terms of the partnership of which Lord Hailey spoke. 21 In some sense
these were what they were said to be, old concepts writ large. They had not
become more relevant, nor more practical, as a result. But they had even so a
major impact on the emergence of contemporary Southeast Asia. True, the
British helped the French return to Indo-China. But they pressed the Dutch to
compromise with the Indonesians and thus helped the 'Italian-style' elite. They
offered the Malay states federation, instead of the union they had earlier
advocated, and they accepted a deal with and among the Malay and Chinese
elites that led to independence in 1957. They displaced the old regimes in
Borneo, though pre-Malaysia they failed to push them into federation. In 1948
they accepted the claim to independence in Burma, pressed by Aung San, who
seemed the best alternative to communism. In all these ways an external power
and its policies still helped to shape Southeast Asia after the Second World War.
In one sense, at least, it is clear that Britain's policies, though ill-conceived
and necessarily modified, were forward-looking. What was to replace the
imperial world? This was the question they sought to answer. And the answer
they found in their earlier concept of a world of states. 'We have consistently
pursued a more liberal Colonial policy in South-East Asia than either of the other
two Metropolitan powers concerned', a Foreign Office comment ran. 'There is
a great danger that, if our alliance with the other Western Powers in Europe were
to be correspondingly reflected in our behaviour in the East, we should lose the
sympathy of the Asiatic p e o p l e s ' . " T h e United Kingdom, it was argued, 'cannot
offer to underwrite the colonial policies of either the French or the Dutch in South
East Asia. Our only hope lies in their finding respectively some settlement of
their own problems with the people of Indo-China and Indonesia. If and when
that is done, the possibility of a closer association, not only between them and
us, but between the Western and the Asiatic powers, may become a practical
proposition'. 2 3 Whatever their defects, indeed, Britain's plans had an element of
realism which the plans of others did not share. They were an attempt to deal with
what was later called the 'Third' or 'developing' world by providing there an
'order' that would 'succeed' the 'imperial' one.
The ideology of this new world was plain enough. The Wilsonian concepts of
21
nia.
22
23

Cf. R.J. Cunningham, 'William Malcolm Hailey", PhD thesis. University of Southern Califor197?. pp.254, 280.
Minute by Christofas, 27 April 1948, F.O. 3 7 l / 6 9 6 8 9 | F 5 9 2 2 / 2 8 6 / 6 1 1 Public Record Office.
Dening to MacDonald. 24 February 1949, F.O. 371/76031 |F3010/1072/61 ].
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nationalism and self-determination were accepted in the third world itself and in
the United Nations, and were a focus of rivalry between the emerging superpowers. Accepting such an ideology, the bases of which were akin to their own
thinking, the British wanted to ensure that the nations that emerged could
survive. They should be viable in themselves; their governments should be
orderly and responsive. In turn that would make them less the focus of
international conflict, affording the rival super-powers less reason to intervene,
requiring less intervention of the British, too. The British saw themselves as
having a key role in this transition, and perhaps indulged themselves too much,
either in contemplating the joyously long time it would take, or the constructive
employment it would offer, or the influence it would confer. But the burdens
would be great, whatever the rewards. 'We have not only to decide the proper
tempo for political advancement, but also to convince the peoples concerned and
the world at large that we are not yielding step by step to pressure, but are
sincerely following out an enlightened policy.' 2 4
No one document encapsulates British policy for Southeast Asia in the
postwar period. But much may be deduced from a range of policy papers and
from political actions. There was, as a consistent element in British policy in this
period, a desire for stable regimes under which trade and commerce could be
carried on. The aim was consistent indeed with British policy over a much larger
period and over a much wider area, and I argue that, at least from the industrial
revolution onwards, this was the primary aim of British policy, one particularly
suited to a power of pre-eminent commercial and industrial capacity. The desire
was to establish a framework of international order, within which national
regimes would guarantee internal stability. Through that longer period, the aim
had been sought by a number of means, by non- or limited intervention and by
imperialist intervention, sometimes in sequence. Now the aim remained, even
though Britain's pre-eminence in industrial revolution was long since lost. The
means to secure stability must, however, change. Account must be taken of the
emergence of super-powers, of changes in Europe, of the relative decline of
British power, of the emergence of new nations and of the aspirations of
nationalist elites. The answer was both old and new.
In a sense, the objective was to revert to a situation where limited or nonintervention could again prevail. Then, in Palmerstonian days, it had been hoped
that existing regimes could be brought to change without being revolutionized
or displaced. The elite view still dominated. Now it was desirable to transfer
power, where the British thought they held it, to elites who would be collaborative. At the same time, however, they had to be democratic. That was not merely
because Britain had just fought a war against fascism, and had been a dependent
ally of the largest of the democratic states. It was also believed, in particular
because of the experience of the 1930s, that democratic states would help to
provide for international stability. There was, as in the old system, but now even
more, a mutuality between the framework and what it contained. It was stronger
if its component parts were stronger, though it helped to strengthen them.

24 F.E. <0)(46) 52, 16 April 1946, C A B 134/280, Public Record Office.

14

NICHOLAS TARLINC.

There were many obstacles to the application of these policies in Southeast
Asia. In part that was because they contained internal contradictions. The elite
to which power was transferred might not be able to rule in a democratic manner;
and indeed it might not even wish to do so. Nor was it clear that democratic states
were necessarily more sophisticated in their approach to foreign policy than oneparty states. If there were such conceptual difficulties, there were also practical
ones. The policy was in part a recognition that Britain could no longer enforce
its views to the extent that it had been able so to do in the past. But that meant
that there were other policies to contend with. The Americans' view of the world
was not so different, but they had different timetables and different tactics, and
mutual jealousies also obscured the congruence of aims. It was hard, too, to fit
the returning colonial powers. France and the Netherlands, into the picture,
particularly when the Americans came to take a differing view of them, and when
India made an input into British policy. Finally, the impact of communism
distorted the views of the British and the Americans and divided the elites. No
longer so powerful as in the past, Britain needed all the more to win the support
of others. The risk was that it would be reduced to pursuing policies that
contained internal contradictions or were restricted by the limited degree of
consensus elicited.
Nevertheless a pattern can be discerned in British policy. It was a pattern that
in some degree replicated Britain's wish to order the world. In a way its regional
approach was thus a successor to its imperial approach. Again, it put its emphasis
on framework ratherthan content, on working with an elite more than structuring
a relationship. In this respect it was somewhat unrealistic. The deficiency in
Britain's own power only made it more so. Yet when all is said and done, it
represented a vision of the future, which, if ambitious, was rivalled only by others
yet more deficient.
A Southeast Asia-centric viewpoint may risk distorting, rather than adjusting,
approaches to the history of the empire. Yet it appears to emphasize the
advantage in seeing British imperialism in the context of the whole range of
British activities overseas. It provides further examples of the diverse ways in
which the British exerted their influence. It demonstrates the way in which, it
seems to me, the British sought to turn a tradition of thinking about their
relationship with the world to account when faced with the relative decline of
their power. It shows, too, that the self-governing settler dominions, perhaps an
obstacle to any other policy, were seen as precedents for this policy.
This view of the history of the British overseas indeed provides a context for
the history of parts of the world other than Southeast Asia with which the British
were connected, and aids in assessing the balance within it of internal and
international factors. It may thus be useful in the history of New Zealand. The
New Zealand of the nineteenth century was clearly shaped by British policies as
well as helping to shape them. The maintenance of the status quo in Southeast
Asia until 1942 contributed to the preservation of the patterns in New Zealand's
policy-making. The changes that followed meant that they had to change. It was
to prove extraordinarily difficult for a small country that had established its
society within one world-wide framework to adjust it to the requirements of
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another. What should provide for its security? What were the foci of its
international trade? Was it still a laboratory of social experiment? Was it a
nation? Historians of empire and historians of Southeast Asia can perhaps help
to put the study of these issues into an international framework where, in some
part, they certainly belong.
NICHOLAS TARLING
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