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Representing the British Colonial Experience in Malaysia 1895-1940

Abstract

This dissertation examines the ways in which the literature that emerged from Britain’s 

experience as an imperial power in the Malay world (i.e., on the Malay peninsula and in the 

northwest of Borneo) functioned as imperial propaganda. The changing nature of the persuasive 

messages directed at the public in the United Kingdom during the high period of the British 

imperial experience in this region (i.e., from the Perak War and the introduction of indirect rule on 

the Malay peninsula in the 1870s until immediately before the Second World War) is explored 

through readings of the colonial administrators Sir Frank Swettenham (1850-1946) and Sir Hugh 

Clifford (1866-1941) and the writers Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) and Somerset Maugham 

(1874-1965).
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Introduction

1. Imperial Propaganda and British East Indies Literature

Imperial propaganda,1 the historian John MacKenzie argues, came to “infuse and be 

propagated by every organ of British life” from the mid-nineteenth century until well into the 

twentieth century (MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire 2). Images of the empire were a prominent 

feature of the stuff of everyday life, from soap advertisements through “picture postcards, cigarette 

cards, juvenile journals, and the like” (17). The Great Exhibitions and World’s Fairs, beginning with 

the Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851, highlighted the importance of Britain’s overseas territories, 

exhibiting colonial products, arts and occasionally even people who were exhibited in “native 

villages” for the education and entertainment of the public. Institutions such as the Imperial 

Institute and Royal Colonial Institute gave public lectures on imperial and colonial topics, while 

imperial propaganda societies such as the Primrose League, founded after Disraeli’s death in honor 

of his favorite flower to disseminate conservative and imperial values throughout British society, 

aimed to promote pride in the British Empire. Heroic figures such as Gordon of Khartoum and 

Lord Kitchener became the subjects of cults of personality. Youth organizations such as the Boy 

Scouts were established to inculcate imperial and military values in the future builders of Empire. 

1. As Philip M. Taylor argues, the term “propaganda” is widely misunderstood in the English-
speaking world as having only negative connotations as a result of its association with the use of mass
propaganda in Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. Reduced to its simplest terms, propaganda is 
“the deliberate attempt to persuade people to think and behave in a desired way” (Taylor, Munitions of 
the Mind 6). It is entirely possible for a work of art or literature to be useful as propaganda and to 
have aesthetic value: as George Orwell noted, “every writer, especially every novelist, has a ‘message,’
whether he admits it or not, and the minutest details of his work are influenced by it. All art is 
propaganda… On the other hand, not all propaganda is art.” (Orwell, A Collection of Essays 90)



The emerging technologies of the cinema and photography were often used to represent Britain’s 

overseas territories, while imperial settings and themes were a prominent feature of the popular 

theater and the music hall. In literature, the British Empire became both an important setting and 

theme, particularly for juvenile adventure stories, in which “violence and high spirits became 

legitimized as part of the moral force of a superior race” (199). It is important to note that, at least in

the British context, imperial propaganda differs from wartime propaganda in several important 

respects:

It has often been said that propaganda does not come easily to the British, that official 
propaganda was contemplated only in the conditions of the First and Second World Wars, 
and then only reluctantly, and principally for the consumption of foreigners, allies, and 
neutrals. Home government propaganda was virtually unknown… [but] this was not true in 
the case of imperial propaganda. Indeed, imperial propaganda was the one area of official 
propagandist activity which seemed to be generally acceptable… But the government effort 
was never very considerable, largely because it was unnecessary. (2)

The most significant propagandists for the British Empire tended not to be covert operatives

of the Foreign Office or the War Office—as was generally the case with respect to wartime 

propaganda during the First and Second World Wars, as well as, to a lesser extent, the Cold War2—

2. After the First World War, Adolf Hitler lamented that “in England propaganda was regarded as a 
weapon of the first order, whereas with us it represented the last hope of a livelihood for our 
unemployed politicians and a snug job for shirkers of the modest heroic type” (Hitler, Mein Kampf 
ch. vi). British propaganda campaigns were directed at enemy countries; at neutral and allied 
countries, and at the domestic public. These efforts began in September 1914 with the establishment 
within the Foreign Office of the War Propaganda Bureau (Wellington House) to produce 
propaganda directed at neutral countries (most importantly, the United States) and allies. In the 
final months of the war, control of propaganda affairs passed from the Foreign Office to the War 
Office and all campaigns were directed from the Ministry of Information, which was disbanded at 
the end of the war. The MoI was re-established during the Second World War, and again played a 
critical role in the eventual victory of the Allies. For a detailed account of British propaganda 
operations during both wars, see Taylor, British Propaganda. For an account of the Information 
Research Department, the covert branch of the Foreign Office tasked with countering Soviet 
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but rather individuals or groups acting on their own initiative. In contrast to the secretive nature of 

wartime propaganda, where the true source of information disseminated and the agenda of its 

authors were typically disguised, groups organized for purposes of imperial propaganda tended to 

work openly to advance their goals (MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire 149-51).3 The British literary 

establishment played a surprisingly important role in both wartime and imperial propaganda.4 This 

propaganda during the Cold War, see Lashmar & Oliver, Britain’s Secret Propaganda War 1948-1977.

3. The idea that imperial propaganda was, like its wartime counterpart, centrally directed from 
behind the scenes in Britain is explored in Carroll Quigley’s posthumously published The Anglo-
American Establishment: From Rhodes to Cliveden (1981). Quigley’s argument centers around the idea 
that the trustees of Cecil Rhodes formed a secret organization shortly after his death, which 
perpetuated itself for decades and exerted “secret political and economic influence behind the 
scenes… by control of journalistic, educational, and propaganda agencies” to promote Rhodes’ 
ambition to unite “the world, and above all the English-speaking world, in a federal structure around
Britain” (Quigley, Anglo-American Establishment 47). Quigley’s account of the centrality of this 
group—the Round Table, or the Milner Group—to British and international politics is highly 
speculative, and has found no followers among mainstream historians.

4. The contribution of writers to official propaganda efforts was most important during the early 
years of the First World War, when Charles Masterman recruited many of the leading British writers
of the day, including Arnold Bennett, G. K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc, John Galsworthy, and Ford 
Madox Ford, to work in secret producing propaganda targeted at neutral and allied countries in 
Wellington House (the War Propaganda Bureau). Under his direction, “pamphlets produced by the 
finest writers of the day poured out of Wellington House and through the mailboxes of America’s 
opinion-making elite with no identification that their commissioning body was Britain’s principal 
official propaganda department” (Taylor, British Propaganda 36). During the Second World War, the 
Ministry of Information made use of well-known writers such as Somerset Maugham as a way to 
influence public opinion (Maugham was part of the covert effort in the early years of the war to 
undermine American neutrality). Other writers who worked directly for the Ministry of Information
included the Anglo-Irish novelist Elizabeth Bowen, who reported on public sentiment in neutral 
Ireland, and George Orwell, who spent two years during the war in the Indian Section of the BBC’s 
Eastern Service making broadcasts to India. Moreover, even those who did not work directly for the 
MoI felt the necessity to make their work serve the war effort in some sense: as Marina Mackay 
notes, this was the “guilty compromise” that produced “not only formidable work by writers like 
Eliot and Woolf, but also the most significant writing that younger modernists such as Rebecca 
West, Henry Green and Evelyn Waugh were ever to produce” (MacKay, Modernism and World War II
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study is concerned with a subset of the larger universe of phenomena that can be described as 

“imperial propaganda” in Britain, i.e., the literature that emerged from Britain’s experience as an 

imperial power on the Malay peninsula and in Northwest Borneo (i.e., roughly speaking, present-day

Malaysia). As this study hopes to show, this was a minor but in its own right significant literary 

tradition that stretched from the closing years of the nineteenth century until the outbreak of the 

Second World War.5 In contrast to comparable literary traditions such as that of the Dutch in the 

Netherlands East Indies—in which the critique of imperialism was an integral part of the most 

important literary works6—the literature that emerged from Britain’s experience as an imperial 

10). British writers and artists were less directly involved in Cold War propaganda than their 
American counterparts; the Information Research Department had a preference for working with 
journalists and academics over writers. For studies of the contribution to the British propaganda 
effort during the First World War, see Buitenhuis, Great War of Words and Wollaeger, Modernism, 
Media, and Propaganda ch. 1; for a study of the role of British writers as covert agents of the Ministry
of Information in the United States during the Second World War see Calder, Beware the British 
Serpent.

5. Although the First World War had minimal effect on the British colonies in the Far East, the 
invasion and occupation of the British colonies by Imperial Japan during the Second World War 
represented a complete rupture of the political order. The fall of Singapore, in particular, was a 
devastating blow to British prestige: as Lee Kuan Yew recalls of this period: “in 70 days of surprises, 
upsets, and stupidities, British colonial society was shattered, and with it all the assumptions of the 
Englishman’s superiority… the British had built up the myth of their inherent superiority so 
convincingly that most Asiatics thought it hopeless to challenge them, but now one Asiatic race had 
dared to defy them and smashed their myth” (Lee, The Singapore Story 52-53). The period from after 
the Second World War until decolonization (in 1957 for Malaya and 1963 for the Borneo states) was 
inflected by the new political realities of the Cold War and is beyond the scope of this study.

6. Dutch East Indies literature has a central place in the larger canon of Dutch literature: as Eric 
Beekman notes, “four of Dutch literature’s modern prose masterpieces were written in or about the 
Indies by authors who were either born in the Indies or spent their formative years there” (Beekman,
“Dutch Colonial Literature” 20), i.e., Eduard Douwes Dekker’s Max Havelaar: Or the Coffee Auctions 
of the Dutch Trading Company (1860), Louis Couperus’ The Hidden Force (1900), E. du Perron’s 
Country of Origin (1935), and Maria Dermoût’s The Ten Thousand Things (1955). Max Havelaar has 
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power in this part of the world tended strongly to reinforce the official narrative.

It is worth clarifying at this point what the “official narrative” regarding the British imperial 

experience in Malaya and Northwest Borneo was: according to this version of events, Britain entered

the Malay states in the 1870s with considerable reluctance, and then only at the invitation of the 

sultans, who had requested that the British government place Residents at their courts to teach them 

the art of good government. It was emphasized that under this arrangement, the Malay states did not

become British colonies, but rather entered into a looser and mutually beneficial form of association 

with Britain.7 In contrast with the Dutch practice of forced agricultural production in the 

neighboring Netherlands East Indies (the cultuurstelsel or “cultivation system”), Britain was 

been compared with Uncle Tom’s Cabin in terms of its importance for raising social awareness 
regarding conditions in the Dutch colonies: as the historian Rupert Emerson notes, Max Havelaar 
(1860) was a powerful “exposé of the worst abuses of the Culture System and the sufferings of the 
natives under it,” which “coupled with the rising demand of the Dutch bourgeoisie for greater 
freedom for private enterprise in the Indies led to the gradual abolition of the system” (Emerson, 
Malaysia 105-06). The tradition of the critique of colonialism in Dutch literature continued into the 
twentieth century, with the publication of works such as Madelon Székely-Lulofs’ Rubber (1931) and 
Coolie (1932), which highlighted conditions on the rubber plantations of the Dutch East Indies.

7. The form of indirect rule known as the Residential system was introduced first in the Sultanate of 
Perak in the 1870s (the first Resident, J.W.W. Birch, was assassinated almost immediately after taking
up his position). Following the Perak War, the Sultanate of Selangor and the kingdom of Negeri 
Sembilan, also on the West coast of the peninsula, accepted Residents; in 1888 the vast East coast 
kingdom of Pahang followed suit, and the four territories became collectively known as the Protected
Malay States (a less centralized forerunner of the Federated Malay States, which was established in 
1895). A looser form of control applied to the northern sultanates of Kedah, Perlis, Kelantan, and 
Trengganu, which had historically been ruled by Siam; they accepted British Advisors rather than 
Residents and became collectively known as the Unfederated Malay States. Only the Sultanate of 
Johor was able to put off the evil day of accepting a British Resident at court by pursuing a policy of 
accommodation towards Britain.
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understood to adopt a strict policy of not repatriating profits from the Malay states to the mother 

country. Although it was admitted that the use of military force had been necessary on occasion, the 

official narrative played down the significance of resistance to the British presence and insisted that 

only minimal use of force had been employed in the establishment of the colonial regime. The early 

Malay rebels who challenged the new order tended to be dismissed as holdouts of the old regime 

unwilling to relinquish their traditional privileges, such as the right to own slaves (debt-slavery was 

still a feature of pre-colonial Malay society). Later uprisings were to be written off as “sporadic 

resistance” motivated by local grievances over issues such as the introduction of new taxes, or as the 

result of the emergence of “freak” religious leaders who misled the masses into rising up against 

British rule (see Allen, “Kelantan Rising of 1915”). The peaceful nature of the British colonial regime

was a key element of the official narrative, in which Malaya was “a Tory Eden, in which each man is 

contented with his station, and does not wish for a change” (Anthony Short, qtd. in Bayly & Harper,

Forgotten Wars 274).

The official version was, however, fundamentally at odds with the actual historical record. 

The version of the events that led to the British intervention in the state of Perak in the mid-1870s 

was an over-simplification: the letter from the Sultan of Perak inviting the British government to 

appoint a Resident at his court was in fact written by a Scottish trader on behalf of one of several 

rival claimants to the throne of Perak (who was at that moment in exile and disgrace in Singapore). 

The imposition of the Residential system and the suppression of opposition to it was not, as the 

official narrative suggested, virtually bloodless, but was achieved by the use of military force of 

staggering proportions, with large numbers of troops converging on the Malay peninsula from 
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garrisons in Hong Kong and India. While the official narrative was one of almost universal content 

at the colonial order, the reality was that from the time of the Perak war in the late 1870s until the 

end of empire in the late 1950s, “Britain never in fact enjoyed twenty-five consecutive years of 

peaceful rule unchallenged by a Malay resistance movement of some kind” (Allen, “Kelantan Rising 

of 1915” 244). Moreover, as the twentieth century progressed, Malay nationalism—often shaped by 

currents in the wider Islamic world—emerged as an intellectual force in the region that was, 

however, effectively suppressed by the colonial regime (see Roff, The Origins of Malay Nationalism; 

Aljunied, Radicals). If it was true that the British state did not run the Malay states at a profit that 

went directly into government coffers, it was also the case that under the Residential system of 

indirect rule, the path was made clear for British businesses to enter the Malay states and make 

enormous profits in extractive industries such as tin-mining and rubber production.

It is, of course, unsurprising that an imperial power should seek to propagate an official 

narrative that emphasizes its benevolence: when Imperial Japan displaced Britain from Malaya and 

Borneo during the Second World War and imposed a military occupation that is generally regarded 

as far more brutal and exploitative than the British colonial system it displaced, it did so in the name

of pan-Asian nationalism and under the pretext of liberating the oppressed native peoples of 

Southeast Asia from European imperialism. What is surprising about the British use of propaganda 

during the colonial period in Malaya is the extent to which it succeeded in monopolizing public 

discourse and the time and continues to shape public perceptions to the present day. Even subject 

matter experts such as Eddie Tay, professor of English literature at the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong, sometimes reveal that they have internalized the official narrative, as this quote from his 
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recent study of colonial and post-colonial literature in Singapore and Malaya illustrates:

…after the Indian “Mutiny,” British Malaya was seen as an opportunity for the empire to 
redeem itself. Colonial rule in British Malaya was thus established not by military aggression
but with compassion, not through force but through kindness and persuasion. (Tay, Colony, 
Nation, and Globalisation 25)

The question is why British imperial propaganda concerning the Malay states and Northwest

Borneo was so successful. A partial answer is found in the fact that the writing of the history of the 

British record as an imperial power was dominated by former members of the colonial civil service 

until shortly after the Second World War. Figures such as Sir Frank Swettenham who had been 

personally involved in the establishment of the colonial regime became vocal defenders of the British

record in the region.8 The accounts by former officials were supported by a stream of publications by

individuals whose perspectives—and in some cases, interests—were closely aligned with them.9 

8. Swettenham’s British Malaya: An Account of the Origin and Progress of British Influence in Malaya 
(first published in 1907 and continually revised and updated until his death in 1946) was long 
regarded as the definitive account.

9. The most interesting of these figures is Alleyne Ireland, the older brother of the composer John 
Ireland, who was recruited as the first “Colonial Commissioner” by the University of Chicago in 
1901 with the task of conducting a survey of systems of colonial administration in Asia with a view to
advising the United States government on its policy towards its own newly acquired colonial 
territory, the Philippines, following the Spanish-American War. The resulting publication, The Far 
Eastern Tropics (1905) was particularly effusive in its praise of the British record in Malaya and 
Borneo and particularly of the contribution of Sir Frank Swettenham to establishing an 
administration along modern lines in the Federated Malay States. The author fails to mention that 
he spent several months as Swettenham’s guest at the Resident-General’s mansion in Kuala Lumpur. 
Accounts of Ireland’s activities in local newspapers at the time suggest that he leveraged his position 
for financial gain (e.g., his visit to British North Borneo coincided with to the grant to him 
personally of a 20,000-acre concession by the governor). Alleyne Ireland was a lifelong believer in 
the idea that an effective government could “be maintained in tropical countries only as long as 
white men are on the spot to keep things in line” (Ireland, Far Eastern Tropics 13).

8



Promoting the official narrative became a priority during the Second World War when Britain’s 

possession of an overseas empire became a sticking point in efforts to persuade the United States to 

join the fight against German and Japanese imperialism.10 Individuals such as Victor Purcell, who 

served as Director-General of Information and Publicity for Malaya, were persuasive defenders of 

Britain’s record as an imperial power.11 To some extent, these propaganda efforts continued during 

the Cold War, when again the contradiction between Britain’s status as the ruler of colonized 

populations around the globe became politically embarrassing in the context of the fight for freedom 

and democracy against Soviet totalitarianism.12

10. The U.K. Ministry of Information attached great importance to the subject of the British Empire
in its efforts to influence American public opinion during the war, as “Americans believed that the 
British ruthlessly exploited their colonial peoples for profits, that they practiced ‘taxation without 
representation,’ and that they lazily and inefficiently ran the empire as an ‘upper-class racket’” 
(Brewer, To Win the Peace 127).

11. Attached to Mountbatten’s staff at the South East Asia Command based in Ceylon, Purcell 
traveled widely during the war giving public lectures on the British record in Malaya. A summary of 
his talking points is given in his essay in The Asiatic Review, “Malaya: A Vindication” (1944), which 
dismisses any criticism of the British record as the result of erroneous “doctrinaire political beliefs” 
while insisting that “those who argue that the British Colonial Empire was gained by aggression will 
find Malaya’s history of small assistance to them.” After the war, Purcell became a well-known 
professor of Chinese history at Cambridge.

12. Immediately after the war, a work such as Guy Wint’s The British in Asia (1947) offered the 
general public in the United Kingdom an extremely reassuring account of how the British territories 
in Asia had been won (i.e., with minimal violence and to the great benefit of the colonized peoples). 
Wint was an editorial writer on Asian affairs for the Manchester Guardian and became one of the 
more important figures to work with the Information Research Department. He was considered the 
IRD’s “Chief Asian academic” (Piette, Literary Cold War 155) and an “authorized client of the IRD 
with access to IRD’s research desks” (Lashmar & Oliver, Britain’s Secret Propaganda War 1948-1977 
101). An OSS report mentions Wint among the British intelligence and propaganda agents present 
in China before the war: “Mr. Guy Wind [sic], a traveling British agent attached to the British 

9



These types of official and semi-official propaganda are, however, only part of the larger 

story: imaginative literature set in the region during the period of British colonial rule was of equal 

or greater importance in propagating the official narrative in the mind of the British public both 

during the high point of the Empire, and to some extent, to the present day. The four most 

significant British authors to take this part of the world as a setting for their works during this 

period were Sir Frank Swettenham (1850-1946), Joseph Conrad (1857-1924), Sir Hugh Clifford 

(1866-1941), and Somerset Maugham (1874-1965). Frank Swettenham and Hugh Clifford were 

colonial administrators first, and authors second: as young men they came to Malaya as cadets in the 

fledgling colonial civil service and rapidly rose to positions of importance and responsibility; with 

the encouragement of the local newspapers in Singapore, both started to write materials of various 

kinds based on their experiences in Malaya. Both were Malay linguists of some achievement and 

were deeply informed about their subject matter; literary critics tended to emphasize both writers’ 

expertise and authority to speak about Malay affairs. There was a market for Swettenham and 

Clifford’s blend of entertaining writing and expertise among the Anglophone community in 

Southeast Asia and in Britain (Clifford also found a readership in the United States). Conrad needs 

no introduction, even if the early phase of his literary career as a chronicler of the Malay world has 

tended to be overshadowed by the centrality of Heart of Darkness to the canon of modern English 

literature. During the inter-war years, Maugham was one of the most widely read and most highly 

paid authors in the world and was responsible for creating a lasting image in the public mind of the 

Embassy in Chungking” (“Correspondence Regarding Far Eastern Affairs” 20).
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mode and style of life of British expatriate communities in places such as Malaya and Borneo 

through the short stories he published during the 1920s and ’30s in Hearst Corporation periodicals.

All four started to publish at roughly the same moment in the last years of the Victorian era: 

Swettenham’s Malay Sketches, Conrad’s Almayer’s Folly, and Maugham’s Liza of Lambeth all came out 

in 1895, while Clifford’s East Coast Etchings appeared the following year.13 Their works continued to 

reflect the late-Victorian sensibility of the period when they started writing, even well into the early 

decades of the twentieth century. They were inclined towards conservatism in political matters: 

Swettenham and Clifford both shared a sense of belonging to the traditional hereditary ruling caste 

in England at a moment in history when their privileges were coming under attack by new social 

forces such as socialism and the suffragette movement; Conrad’s outlook on life was deeply informed

by his sense of belonging to a displaced Polish aristocracy, and Maugham was a member of the 

Garrick Club who moved in the highest circles of British society. They were more oriented towards a

vanishing past than invested in the future: both Swettenham and Clifford lamented the passing of 

traditional Malay society (despite their own role in hastening its demise); having trained on sailing 

ships, Conrad saw the rise of the steamship as destroying the romance of life at sea, while Maugham 

continued to look back at the closing years of the nineteenth century as a golden age in which the 

position of the landed gentry was still secure. Their political conservatism is echoed by a somewhat 

old-fashioned literary style: they tended to write in relatively plain prose and to write in a 

13. Some of the material in Swettenham’s Malay Sketches had previously been published locally in 
Singapore as a booklet entitled About Perak in 1873 (see page 52).
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straightforwardly mimetic manner which prioritized external action over internal processes (Conrad,

whose innovations in literary form in works such as Lord Jim anticipated aspects of literary 

modernism is the exception). Although Maugham was sometimes regarded as a “modern” writer 

(e.g., he was included in Cyril Connolly’s The Modern Movement: One Hundred Key Books from 

England, France and America 1880-1950, alongside James Joyce, T. S. Eliot, and Virginia Woolf), his 

use of innovative formal techniques is limited to light use of symbolism and occasional jumps in time

or between narrative voices. For his part, Swettenham was influenced by the decadent spirit of the 

fin de siècle and had a particular affinity with the Yellow Book movement.

A word must be said here about the broader literary tradition to which these four authors 

belong. In a general sense, the literature that emerged from the British imperial experience on the 

Malay peninsula and in Northwest Borneo has tended to suffer by comparison with the equivalent 

traditions in other European languages: as George Woodcock writes, “the Portuguese during their 

incursion into the Indies produced a saint, a great poet, and a great poem… the British, who were 

there far longer and in far greater numbers, failed to produce any of these.” Woodcock and other 

critics have invoked Northrop Frye’s concept of the “garrison mentality”14 to explain the seeming 

poverty of the British literary tradition in this part of the world: for the isolated Englishmen in 

Malaya and Borneo, it was necessary to project “an unbroken surface, an apparently flawless morale, 

to be presented not merely to the outside world where the subject races crowd, but also to one’s 

14. A garrison, Northrop Frye suggests, is “a closely knit and beleaguered society, and its moral and 
social values are unquestionable… in a perilous enterprise, one does not discuss causes or motives: 
one is either a fighter or a deserter…” (Frye, On Canada 351).
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companions” (Woodcock, “A Distant and Deadly Shore” 94). However, if the constraining effect of 

the garrison mentality on the creative imagination of British writers in the region meant that they 

produced few works recognized as masterpieces—with the possible exception of Conrad’s Lord Jim—

they nevertheless managed to produce an impressive volume of publications.15 An interest in Malaya 

and Borneo in British literature as a setting for juvenile fiction is apparent from the early nineteenth 

century, with works such as Edward John Trelawney’s Adventures of a Younger Son (1831), a story of 

adventure loosely based on the author’s own experiences as a young volunteer on Royal Navy ships 

sailing in the Indian Ocean and in Southeast Asia.16 In the novel, the young man rebels against the 

discipline of life in the navy and joins a pirate ship captained by the mysterious De Ruyter, with 

whom he experiences adventures in various exotic locations. Malay pirates feature heavily in this 

narrative as fearsome adversaries to be prevailed against and ultimately killed.17 In a representative 

15. Checklists of fiction published in the region during this era run to several hundred entries (see 
Roff, “Check-List”; Hill, “Supplementary Checklist”).

16. Adventures of a Younger Son was only moderately popular at the time of its publication, but over 
the course of the nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries came to enjoy a wide readership in 
English and in translation (it was translated into French by Alexandre Dumas père as Mémoires d'un 
Jeune Cadet (1856), with illustrations by Gustave Doré; an Irish translation by the writer Seosamh 
Mac Grianna was published as Imtheachtaí Fear Dheireadh Teaghlaigh in 1936 as part of a series of 
translations of popular literature to encourage interest in the Irish language brought out by the state 
publisher An Gúm).

17. The topic of piracy in Southeast Asia during colonial times is, of course, a complex one: on the 
one hand, as a matter of historical fact, there were populations that specialized in long-distance 
raiding expeditions against shore-based communities and ships (see Warren, Iranun and Balangingi); 
on the other hand, applying the label of “pirate” was sometimes a convenient way of demonizing 
one’s political enemies and justifying military action against them (as was arguably the case with 
James Brooke in his wars against the “pirates of Borneo” in the 1840s).
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passage, in the aftermath of a battle at sea, the young hero is attacked by the gruesome figure of a 

dying Malay whose passion for revenge temporarily gives him almost superhuman powers, leading 

him to exclaim “Such men as these… are not to be conquered even by death! Their very spirits fight 

and stab at us!” (Trelawny, Adventures of a Younger Son 114-15) The Malay Archipelago in general and 

Borneo in particular became popular as settings for juvenile adventure stories from the mid-

nineteenth century to the early twentieth century.18

Although beyond the scope of the current project, it is worth touching briefly here on 

Malaya and Borneo in British writing of the post-independence period. The writing career of 

Anthony Burgess began with a thinly fictionalized account of his time as a teacher at the Malay 

College Kuala Kangsar (see page 104) in the late 1950s, in the last stages of the Malayan Emergency 

and as Britain was preparing for Malayan independence in 1957. His Malayan trilogy—collectively 

entitled The Long Day Wanes and composed of the novels Time for a Tiger (1956), The Enemy in the 

Blanket (1958), and Beds in the East (1959)—revolves around the adventures of the schoolteacher 

18. Representative examples of writing of this type include The Castaways: A Story of Adventure in the 
Wilds of Borneo (1870) by Thomas Mayne Reid; In the Eastern Seas, or, the Regions of the Bird of 
Paradise: A Tale for Boys (1871) by W. H. G. Kingston; Blown to Bits or The Lonely Man of Rakata: A 
Tale of the Malay Archipelago (1894) by R. M. Ballantyne, and Among Malay Pirates: A Tale of 
Adventure and Peril (1899) by G. A. Henty. These adventure stories often took the form of captivity 
narratives as in The Adventures of Reuben Davidger: Seventeen Years and Four Months Captive Among the
Dyaks of Borneo (1865) by James Greenwood; Captured by Cannibals: Some Incidents in the Life of Horace
Durand (1888) by Joseph Hatton; Trapped by Malays: A Tale of Bayonet and Kris (1907) by G. Manville 
Fenn, and In the Clutches of the Dyaks (1927) by Percy F. Westerman. In a few cases, these books 
reflected personal experience of travel in the region—as in The Orchid Seekers: A Story of Adventure in
Borneo (1897) by Ashmore Russan and Frederick Boyle, which drew on Boyle’s actual experiences 
collecting orchards in Sarawak—but often the authors had never left the shores of the United 
Kingdom (as was the case with G. Manville Fenn, for example).
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Victor Crabbe, who in the context of impending decolonization sees his prestige as an expatriate 

Englishman erode rapidly.19 Although beyond the scope of the current study, a survey bringing the 

British colonial tradition of writing in Malaya and Borneo into the post-independence era would 

need to include works such as Alec Waugh’s Fuel for the Flame (1959), which like Devil of a State is set 

in a fictionalized version of Brunei; Paul Scott’s The Chinese Love Pavilion (1960), generally regarded 

as inferior to his Raj Quartet; several novels and collections of short stories by Paul Theroux, 

including Saint Jack (1973) and The Consul’s File (1977), and J. G. Farrell’s The Singapore Grip (1978), 

the third novel in his “Empire Trilogy” (the others being Troubles and The Siege of Krishnapur). The 

Singapore Grip, which is finally beginning to receive the critical recognition it deserves, is set in 

Singapore on the eve of the Japanese invasion and occupation of the city-state. Farrell’s novel is 

arguably the most successful attempt to represent British colonialism in Southeast Asia in its 

totality: unlike predecessors such as Maugham, his interest is not exclusively in the affairs of the 

white expatriates, but also in the hidden world of the subalterns (a significant section of the novel 

takes place in one of the “death houses” in which the poorest Chinese immigrants in Singapore were 

sent to live out their last days). Particularly in the strand of the novel that deals the affairs of the 

19. The Long Day Wanes is a satirical and comic work, with much of the humor at the expense of 
Crabbe and the other English characters in the novel; there is little sense that Burgess mourned the 
passing of the colonial order. However, the jokes in which Burgess indulged at the expense of other 
the other ethnic groups represented in the novels have made his trilogy something of a sensitive 
topic in Malaysia to the present day (while not actually banned, the books have periodically been 
placed on an official list of “restricted books” not to be sold in bookstores). Burgess’ fourth novel set 
in Southeast Asia, Devil of a State (1961), was inspired by his experiences teaching at the Sultan 
Omar Ali Saifuddien College in Brunei (thinly disguised in the novel as “Dunia, an imaginary 
caliphate in Africa” ).
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merchant house of Blackett and Webb, Farrell highlights the exploitative nature of colonial 

capitalism (we learn how the founder of the firm, old Mr. Webb, delighted in manipulating the price 

of rice in order to gain a stranglehold over Burmese peasants).

2. British Intervention on the Malay Peninsula: A Brief Overview

A full account of the origins of the British colonial regime in Malaya and Northwest Borneo 

is obviously beyond the scope of the current project,20 but the most important—and perhaps least 

generally known or understood—points must briefly be touched upon here as context for the 

chapters that follow. During the period of East India Company rule, the Straits Settlements (i.e., the

port-cities of Singapore, Penang, and Malacca) had been governed from Calcutta and were 

technically considered a Residency of the Bengal Presidency. As a delayed consequence of the Indian

Rebellion of 1857 and the transfer of sovereignty over India from the East India Company to the 

British Crown, the Straits Settlements were made a Crown Colony in 1876, meaning that governors 

were appointed directly from London rather than from Calcutta. The administrative changes 

20. For a detailed account of the events that led to the British military intervention in the Malay 
state of Perak in the late 1870s and its aftermath, see C. Northcote Parkinson’s British Intervention in 
Malaya 1867-1877 (1960) and C. D. Cowan’s Nineteenth Century Malaya: The Origins of British Political 
Control (1961). Parkinson—now better known for his writings on bureaucracy than as a historian—
was the first Raffles Professor of History at the newly established University of Malaya in 1950 and 
launched a major initiative to document and investigate the history of British involvement in 
Malaya, which resulted in the publication of his study in 1960. W. David McIntyre’s The Imperial 
Frontier in the Tropics, 1865-75: A Study of British Colonial Policy in West Africa, Malaya and the South 
Pacific in the Age of Gladstone and Disraeli (1967) places the events on the Malay peninsula in the 
context of global developments in the British Empire at this moment, noting, for example, the 
continuities between developments in the Gold Coast and Fiji (Sir Andrew Clarke, the governor 
responsible for instigating the Perak War, was a veteran of the Anglo-Ashanti Wars).
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represented an opportunity for the mercantile community of the Straits Settlements, who had long 

lobbied the British government to take a more active role in the affairs of the Malay states, which at 

this point in history were self-governing kingdoms (kerajaan, i.e., “being in the condition of having a

raja,” to use the Malay term). It was evident that the interior of the peninsula contained vast riches 

in natural resources, but without the protection of the British government, merchants were unwilling

to risk their capital or their lives, to reach them. Sir Harry Ord, the first governor of the Straits 

Settlements to be appointed from London, summed up this policy as he assumed responsibility for 

the new Crown Colony: “Her Majesty’s government are not disposed to adopt the duty, directly or 

indirectly, of taking steps for the security of life and property in countries where that security cannot

be given by the lawful Rulers… the true policy of the British Government of the Straits Settlements

is not to attempt to control but to keep clear of native disorder” (Cowan, Nineteenth-Century Malaya 

64).

A leading figure among the mercantile community in the Straits Settlements and the most 

energetic of the group that attempted to lobby the British government to interfere in the affairs of 

the Malay states was the Scottish merchant W.H.M. Read,21 who had himself significant business 

21. William Henry Macleod Read was the son of one of the first British merchants to relocate to 
Singapore with Sir Stamford Raffles from Bencoolen (the original East India Company settlement 
in the region, on Sumatra). Born in Scotland in 1819, he came out to Singapore at the age of 22 to 
take over his father’s position as a partner in one of the most successful agency firms, A. L. Johnston 
& Co. and quickly established himself as an active player in Singapore’s social and political life. Soon
after arriving in Singapore, Read had already organized the first horse races in the settlement, 
founded the first public library, been initiated into the Freemasons and elected to the committee of 
the Singapore Chamber of Commerce. (“The Late W. H. Read, C.M.G.,” The Singapore Free Press 
and Mercantile Advertiser, 1909) Read was one of the leading voices opposing East India Company 
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interests in the interior of the peninsula.22 A year after the end of East India Company rule in the 

Straits Settlements, Read wrote to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Richard Temple-Nugent-

Brydges-Chandos-Grenville, to propose that Britain enter into treaties with the Malay states, 

suggesting that their rulers would “gladly avail themselves of an opportunity which would enable 

them to derive revenues from the increasing trade which must follow on treaties, which while 

protecting the lives and property of British Subjects, would ensure to these Native Prices the 

valuable countenance of the British Authorities and such good counsel and advice as would enable 

them to govern their subjects upon more enlightened principles than at present prevail” (Parkinson, 

British Intervention 39).

Although the position of the Colonial Office as it assumed responsibility for the government

of the Straits Settlement was that it would continue the East India Company’s policy of non-

interference towards the Malay states, this policy came under immediate pressure from several 

directions and was soon reversed. One major factor was that the long-standing conflict between rival 

Chinese secret societies over control of tin mines in the Larut district of the state of Perak had 

become increasingly violent, with fighting occasionally spilling over into the British colony.23 It 

rule in the Straits Settlements (Turnbull, “Mercantile Community” 29).

22. Read’s business interests were in tin mining and telegraphs. He had entered into a partnership 
with the head of the Chinese community in the Straits Settlements, Tan Kim Ching, to exploit a tin 
mining concession in the Sultanate of Selangor. He was linked to efforts to extend the system of 
telegraphs across the Malay peninsula through his involvement in the efforts of his brother-in-law, 
Seymour Clarke, in this area.

23. The two belligerents in the Larut wars, which had raged since the early 1860s, were referred to by
contemporaries as the See Kwan and Go Kwan (i.e., sì jùn 四郡 and wǔ jùn 五郡—four districts and 
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became difficult to maintain the position that this was a purely internal matter for the sultanate, as 

the headquarters of both secret societies were in Penang, and fighting occasionally spilled over onto 

the streets of the British settlement there. The complexity of the situation increased when the Sultan

of Perak, Sultan Ali, died in 1871 leaving the issue of his succession unsettled. The nominal raja 

muda, or heir apparent, Raja Abdullah, lacked the courage and political support necessary to take 

possession of the Perak Regalia, without which he could not be installed as sultan, and went into 

exile in Singapore; in his absence, Raja Ismail, who had a weaker claim on the throne but more 

widespread political support, proceeded to act as the de facto sultan. Looked at from a perspective 

that took account of irregularities in past successions, another individual, Raja Yusof, had a stronger 

claim than either Abdullah or Ismail.24 Meanwhile, Ngah Ibrahim, the Mantri of Larut—a local 

five districts respectively—referring to their place of origin in Guangdong province). These 
groupings corresponded roughly with the Ghee Hin and Hai San secret societies (i.e., yì xīn 义⼼ 
and hǎishān 海⼭, “rise of righteousness” and “mountain and sea” respectively), two of the huì 会 or 
gōngsī 公司 which were a feature of life in overseas Chinese communities throughout the world in 
the nineteenth century. That both the Ghee Hin and the Hai San were headquartered in Penang 
came to represent a threat to public order in the British colony.

24. The selection of a new Sultan in the Malay sultanates was a complex process. The Sultan could, 
in theory, be any male relative of the late Sultan; ideally, he would have been named Raja Muda (heir
apparent) while the late Sultan was still living and would command the support and respect of the 
extended royal family and other powerful individuals. The lack of clear rules set the stage for 
disputed succession, which often resulted in conflict. During the 1820s, the descendants of the late 
Sultan Ahmaddin Shah (r. 1786—1806) by his three wives came together to agree on a system 
whereby the position of Sultan would be held in turn by a representative of each of the three lines of 
the royal family. In theory, on the death of the Sultan (line one), the Raja Muda (line two) would 
succeed him; the Bendahara (vizier, line three) would then step into the role of Raja Muda; finally, 
the Raja di Hilir (son of the late Sultan, line one) would be elevated to the position of Bendahara and
the cycle would begin again (Suwannathat-Pian, “Thrones, Claimants, Rulers and Rules” 20). 
However, when Sultan Abdullah Mohammad Shah (r. 1841-50) died, there was a break in the 
rotation system, with “the Raja Muda (Ngah Jaffar) succeeding in the usual way but a favorite (Raja 
Ismail) being made Bendahara instead of the eldest son of the late Sultan (Raja Yusof). This was 
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potentate outside of the group of direct potential claimants to the throne—grew increasingly 

powerful due to his ability to raise taxes on the tin exported from the district he controlled, and 

began to position himself as a kingmaker or even a potential successor to the sultanate.

W.H.M. Read saw an opportunity in the exiled Raja Abdullah: if he could persuade the 

British authorities to throw their support behind him and displace Ismail, then the state of Perak 

with its mineral riches would soon be open to British business. In the second governor of the Straits 

Settlements to be appointed from London, Sir Andrew Clarke, Read found a man of action who was 

amenable to such suggestions.25 In December 1873, after dinner at Government House in Singapore, 

Read put his plan to Clarke and asked him if he was prepared to act on it; Clarke responded that he 

was ready to do so as soon as he could find the “key to the door.” Read quickly provided Clarke with 

such a key in the form of a letter which he drew up on behalf of Abdullah, asking the Governor to 

serve as an “umpire” in the disputed succession, asking that Perak be made a British protectorate, 

because Abdullah Muhammed Shah had been at war with most of his chiefs, with Yusof as his 
principle and ruthless commander. Yusof was therefore passed over as being too unpopular to 
become Sultan. When Jaffar died, however, being succeeded by Sultan Ali, the Bendahara Ismail was
not made Raja Muda. Instead, Raja Abdullah (son of Ngah J’affar) was elected Raja Muda and Yusof 
again passed over.” (Parkinson, British Intervention 73) Thus on the death of Sultan Ali in 1871, in 
addition to the Raja Muda (Abdullah Muhammed Shah II), two rivals could claim to have been 
unfairly passed over in the previous successions, i.e., Raja Yusof and Raja Ismail.

25. Sir Andrew Clarke was an officer in the Corps of Royal Engineers, and had served earlier in his 
career in Australia and New Zealand, where he had picked up “a sympathy with the pioneer and 
frontier trader, and a natural conviction that it was the Government’s duty to smooth their path and 
provide them with the essentials of public order and administration” (Cowan, Nineteenth-Century 
Malaya 178). Immediately before his appointment as Governor of the Straits Settlements, he had 
served in the Gold Coast during the time of the Third Anglo-Ashanti War.
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and requesting “His Excellency to appoint some person, of talent and capacity, to reside at the Court

of Perak, or at any more convenient place, to assist and advise them in carrying out the government 

of the country in such a way as to develop its resources, increase its revenues, secure the 

administration of justice, and the peace and happiness of the people” (Read, Play and Politics 25-26).

The letter which Read had drafted on Abdullah’s behalf was duly sent to Sir Andrew Clarke, 

who immediately wrote to the Earl of Carnarvon, Secretary of State for the Colonies, to propose the

introduction of the Residential System:

…the Malays, like any other rude Eastern nation, require to be treated much more like 
children, and to be taught…

Such teaching can only be effected by an officer living on the spot, whose time should be 
devoted to carefully studying the wants and capabilities of each State, and to make himself 
personally acquainted with every portion of the country, and thus fitting himself for the post 
of counselor when the time for the opening up of the country arrives.

…watching the collection of the revenue and controlling its expenditure will form no 
insignificant part of a Resident’s duties… (White, Treaty of Peace between the US and Spain 
651-52)

Clarke moved quickly in drawing up plans for a conference to be held on board the HMS 

Pluto as it lay at anchor near the island of Pangkor, off the west coast of Perak, in mid-January 1874, 

at which it was hoped that the two interlocking disputes of the rivalry between the Chinese secret 

societies and the contested succession could be resolved at one stroke. It seems that the complexities 

of the disputed succession were beyond the British organizers of the conference: of the three real 

claimants to the throne, only Raja Abdullah was present (it seems that a letter sent to Raja Ismail in 

Perak reached him too late for him to attend). On the other hand, the Mantri of Larut, who lacked 

any real claim to seize power beyond his growing wealthy, was invited. The conference was a high-
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handed affair: the Mantri was prevented from bringing his lawyer on board the ship and was refused 

permission to sit on a chair during the proceedings to emphasize that the British authorities regarded

him as a commoner. Raja Abdullah was presented with a Malay translation of the treaty that would 

become known to history as the Pangkor Engagement, which had been prepared by a junior officer 

in the colonial civil service, Frank Swettenham, and the official Malay interpreter for the Straits 

Settlements, Haji Mohamed Said.26 The key clause in this treaty concerned the function and powers 

of the Resident at the Sultan’s court:

…the Sultan receive and provide a suitable residence for a British officer to be called 
Resident, who shall be accredited to his Court, and whose advice must be asked and acted 
upon all questions other than those touching on Malay Religion and Custom.

…that the collection and control of all Revenues and the general administration of the 
Country be regulated under the advice of these Residents. (Parkinson, British Intervention 
137)

It has been suggested that language of the Malay translation puts the relationship between 

the Resident and the Sultan in gentler terms, positioning the relationship as a purely advisory one 

rather than one in which the British Resident would have the power to dictate policy to the Sultan, 

turning him into a puppet leader.27 Abdullah was hardly alone in agreeing to a treaty with the United

26. Haji Mohamed Said was the official Munshi for the Straits Settlements, and also served as Malay
teacher to Swettenham and other colonial cadets. He was an important figure among the Malay 
community in the Straits Settlements, and influential as the publisher of the first Malay newspaper, 
Jawi Peranakan.

27. H. S. Barlow speculates that in translating the clause “must be asked and asked upon,” 
Swettenham and Haji Mohamed Said used the Malay word mahu to translate “must,” which conveys 
“a wish, will or intention,” carrying a lesser degree of obligation than mesti. Barlow notes that this 
choice of words may have been “an attempt by the translators, perhaps with Mohamed Said leading, 
and the point not noticed by Swettenham, to avoid using an explicit word which might affront royal 
dignity” (Barlow, Swettenham 51 note 27). Barlow is careful not to ascribe malicious intent to 
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Kingdom the implications of which he did not fully appreciate in the late nineteenth century: the sad

case of Oba Ovonramwen of Benin, who affixed his thumbprint to the contract with which Captain 

Gallwey presented him behalf of Queen Victoria in 1892 is just one other example. Having 

“adjudicated” the dispute over the Perak sultanate—in fact, throwing the support of the British 

government behind a weak claimant—and achieved a cessation of hostilities between the two warring

Chinese secret societies, the Pangkor conference was concluded and declared a diplomatic coup, with

The Times reporting “…the conference of Pulo Pangkor… in a few days… settled questions which 

for years past have been a thorn in the sides of diplomatists. By the tact and diplomacy of the 

Governor a sanguinary conflict has been ended… and hopes for the future welfare of the Malay 

Government have really some foundation now that the native rulers are to be assisted by British 

officers residing at their Courts.” (“The Malay Peninsula, from an Occasional Correspondent, Pulo 

Pangkor (State of Perak),” The Times, 1874)28

The alarming implications of the Pangkor Engagement were immediately grasped by Lord 

Stanley of Alderley, the famous Orientalist and first Muslim member of the House of Lords.29 

Swettenham in mistranslating the crucial phrase, noting that “the Malay language is by its nature in 
some contexts not very precise, and arguments attempting to blame Swettenham or Mohamed Said 
for inaccurate translation have proved inconclusive” (48).

28. This article may well have been written by Frank Swettenham, who had by this stage already 
started to contribute occasional articles to local news newspapers such as the Singapore Free Press and 
the Straits Times. The style is similar to Swettenham’s other writings; moreover, the unusual phrase 
“Gordian knot” to describe the interlocking conflicts is also found in Swettenham’s journal notes on 
the same events (see excerpt in Barlow, Swettenham 62).

29. Henry Edward John Stanley, third Baron Stanley of Alderley and second Baron Eddisbury 
(1827–1903). Much to the disappointment of his parents, he gave up a promising career in the 
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Stanley made an impassioned address to the House of Lords to suggest that the risk of being 

dragged into “another Ashantee business,” which the article in The Times had dismissed, was quite 

real. Moreover, he was quick to point out the truth behind the deceptive presentation to the public 

of the idea of appointing a British Resident at the court of the Perak Sultanate:

The Straits Government appeared to have taken advantage of this anarchy—for not 
preventing, at least, a part of which it was responsible since the Chinese disturbers of the 
peace came from Penang—to arbitrate between the different parties in opposition at Perak, 
as described in the statement published in The Times. But the object was in reality to impose 
upon the Sultan of Perak two British officials, to be called Resident and Assistant Resident, 
to be paid out of the Perak revenues, and with powers which would make them the virtual 
rulers of the country, since nothing was to be done without asking their advice. (Stanley, 
“Address of Correspondence”)

Lord Stanley went on to say that Sir Andrew Clarke “had not been long enough in the East 

to have learned to avoid the evils of precipitation, and that he had not taken sufficient time to 

ascertain the value of the counsel that might be offered to him” and warned that by endorsing the 

actions taken by him, the British government “would not only be entering into equivocal and 

entangling engagements, but would be embarking in a course which must inevitably lead to the 

invasion and conquest of the whole of the Malay Peninsula.” He pointed out that if the Resident 

were to encounter any difficulties, “British forces would be probably required for his support, and 

they would be committed to hostile operations in a country abounding in forests, and on a coast 

diplomatic service to dedicate himself to travel and the study of languages, including Arabic, 
Turkish, Persian, and Chinese, following in the footsteps of his friend Sir Richard Burton. He took 
up his father’s place in the House of Lords in 1869 and “spoke fairly often on Indian questions, 
frequently to demand redress for perceived injustices,” although he was not considered a persuasive 
speaker, being “handicapped by ‘a weak voice and hurried articulation’” (Chamberlain, “Lord Stanley
of Alderley”). He converted to Islam, probably while in the Middle East, and was buried in England 
according to Muslim rites.
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lined by mangrove thickets.” Stanley’s warnings were brushed aside: the Earl of Carnarvon assured 

the House that “if the Residents confined themselves to their proper and legitimate duties they 

would be of the highest service both to the country and to the Rajahs,” an opinion seconded by the 

Earl of Kimberley.

The man Clarke named to take up the position of the first Resident of Perak was J.W.W. 

Birch, who had been transferred to the Straits Settlements as Colonial Secretary in 1870 after a 

career in the Ceylon Civil Service. Birch’s mission in Perak was doomed from the beginning, as soon 

after the signing of the Pangkor Engagement, Raja Abdullah had realized that the folly of his actions

and had written to his erstwhile rival, Raja Ismail, to say “Should you consent to my installation as 

Sultan, Perak will be given over to the English; for my words have caused me to become much 

indebted to them… Should I ask for the regalia in the presence of Mr. Birch, do not consent to give 

them up” (Winstedt, “A History of Malaya” 237). When Birch arrived at the town of Pasir Salak in 

November 1874, the plot to assassinate him was already in place. Arriving with only a small 

entourage—including, as it happened, Frank Swettenham, the translator of the Pangkor 

Engagement—to protect him, Birch proceeded to post a proclamation to the people of Perak in the 

name of Queen Victoria in her capacity as Empress of India.30 Later the same day, Birch was stabbed

30. This seems to have been the first occasion on which Queen Victoria was styled Empress of India 
in an official proclamation, pre-dating the official announcement of Victoria’s adoption of the title 
“Kaiser-i-Hind” in 1876 by about eighteen months (see Cohn, “Representing Authority”). Sir 
Andrew Clarke discusses this point in correspondence with Francis Blackwell Forbes related to the 
position of the United States in the Philippines following the Spanish-American War, writing, “The 
Proclamation of November 2, 1874, was in the name of the Queen only, and it may be worth notice 
that this was the first time the Queen of England was styled “Empress of India.” (The title was not 
formally assumed by Her Majesty till 1877). Though the title of “Ranee” was used as the ordinary 
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to death through the palm leaf walls of a bathhouse on the river by two assassins, Pandak Indut and 

Seputum, who were acting on the orders of the Maharaja Lela, the minor noble who controlled the 

town (Parkinson, British Intervention 238). An attempt by the British troops who had accompanied 

Birch to capture the assassins resulted in the death of their leader, Captain Innes, and around a 

dozen troops under his command; Swettenham was one of the few to escape with his life.

When the news of Birch’s assassination reached England, the reaction was one of shock and 

outrage. The Earl of Carnarvon, Secretary of the State for the Colonies, wrote to the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer to say that he “regretted there was no summer palace to sack in Perak as in Elgin’s 

Peking” (McIntyre, Imperial Frontier in the Tropics 312). The press was quick to call for retribution, 

with The Times describing Birch as one of the victims of the “jealousy of ancient civilizations which 

England has supplanted, the ferocity of religious fanaticism, the sheer brutality of the savage.” The 

possibility was raised that Birch’s murder was the result of Islamic extremism: the columnist for The 

Times wondered “whether the Malays have only broken out in a momentary spasm of that savage 

native designation of “Queen” or “Sultana,” so many wives of chiefs are called, that it did not convey 
to the native mind the same significance as does “Kaiser-i-Hind” (the term used in the proclamation 
in the vernacular)—a significance not without special value in illustrating the relations between the 
British Crown and these native states.” There is an obvious problem with the sequence of events 
here: the title “Kaiser-i-Hind,” coined by the Orientalist G. W. Leitner in 1876, cannot have been 
used in 1874. The simplest explanation is that Clarke, who served as a Member of Council of the 
Viceroy of India and was involved in the preparations for the Delhi Durbar of 1877, at which Queen 
Victoria was proclaimed Empress of India, became aware of the significance of the phrase “Kaiser-i-
Hind” on that occasion and assumed that this must have been the phrase his translator—presumably 
Haji Mohamed Said—had used to translate the phrase “Empress of India.” The manuscript of his 
communication with Forbes on the topic shows signs of hesitation on this point: another phase, now 
indecipherable, was written after “Kaiser-i” and then crossed out, with “Hind” added above the 
excised text in superscript (Clarke, “Notes on Mr. Forbes’ Sketch of the FMS” 97).
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frenzy peculiar to their race,” or “it is possible that the Mahomedans of the Malay Peninsula may 

have caught, as we know their kinsmen in Sumatra did, the flame of the Mussulman revival.”31 If 

Birch’s murder was simply an expression of the supposedly racially ingrained violent tendencies of 

the Malays, then the author predicted that “a few stern, steady blows will bring the Malays to a sense

of their folly,” but if the Malays of the peninsula, emboldened by the example of the Acehnese in 

rising up against the Dutch, were to seek to expel the British from their settlement at Malacca, the 

commentator for The Times predicted that “it may give us not a little trouble.” Even so, the balance 

of military power was correctly understood to be overwhelmingly on the side of the English: “The 

Malay Peninsula is thinly peopled, and the petty Princes who bear rule outside the limits of the 

British Settlements are too weak and too divided to threaten any prolonged resistance to European 

forces” (“The Responsibilities of Empire,” The Times, 1895).

Sir William Jervois, who had by this point succeeded Sir Andrew Clarke as Governor of the 

Straits Settlements, feared that Birch’s assassination might mark the beginning of a general uprising 

by the Malays against British interests in the region, possibly leading even to attacks on the Straits 

Settlements themselves, and sent telegraphs to London and Calcutta requesting military 

31. Several commentators suggested that an uprising against the British in the name of Islam was to 
be expected, e.g., The Spectator wrote that “The defeated pretender to Perak, Sultan Ismail… called 
on the fanatics as well as his personal partisans, and it is suspected, arranged for a religious war… 
three petty chieftains have called on their followers to aid Sultan Ismail, and there is reason to fear 
that his appeal to all Mohammedans to rise for the faith may meet with a widely extended response” 
(“The Little War in Malaya,” The Spectator, 1875). There was, in reality, minimal evidence to support 
the idea that the resistance to the installation of the first British Resident in a Malay state was in any
sense specifically Islamic, but rather the understandable reluctance of the traditional authorities to 
hand over control over their affairs to a foreign power.
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reinforcements of dimensions suitable for an invasion. The Secretary of State for the Colonies, the 

Earl of Carnarvon, was taken aback by the scale of what was being proposed and cabled to say:

Secretary of State [for India, the Marquess of Salisbury] tells me now you ask for two 
regiments of European infantry, or 1,500 bayonets, with artillery, 50 miles telegraphic 
apparatus, and a million cartridges… I cannot judge for what purpose you would want a 
military force apparently so much larger than what would be required to punish what you 
originally called an isolated outrage… (Parkinson, British Intervention 253)

The intra-imperial telegraph system made virtually real-time communication possible (see 

Standage, Victorian Internet 103), and reinforcements were quickly dispatched to Perak from the 

Straits Settlements and from India and Hong Kong. The composition of the troops reflected the 

multiethnic nature of the British Empire in the late Victorian period: among the troops that were 

sent from Singapore were “120 picked men, chiefly Arabs and Seedie boys”32 (Parkinson, British 

Intervention 255); Indian troops under the command of Captain Tristram Speedy were already 

present in the Larut district.33 On November 11—less than two weeks after Birch’s death—a 

32. These would have been Muslim sailors who were recruited in East Africa to serve on Royal Navy 
vessels for periods of several years. The term “Seedie” is “originally derived from the Arabic 
‘Seyyidi’ or Lord”—as they were subjects of the Sultan of Zanzibar, who bore the title “Said”—and 
“in nineteenth-century Anglo-Indian usage… came to denote Moslem seamen originally from the 
Swahili coast, especially Zanzibar, particularly sailors and harbor workers” (Pereira, “Black 
Liberators” 1-4).

33. Captain Speedy had originally established himself in Perak as a kind of freelancer in the service 
of the Mantri of Larut commanding a regiment he had recruited himself in India (the Perak Armed 
Police, commonly known as the “Perak Sikhs,” although not all of the soldiers were actually Sikhs). 
Speedy was representative of the eclectic mix of characters who were drawn to the frontiers of the 
British Empire before the establishment of formal colonial rule; he was famously eccentric, making it
his habit to “parade on the foreshore of Penang wearing a leopard-skin robe and a turban with an 
ostrich feather and playing the bagpipes” (Winstedt, Review of Inder Singh’s History of Malay States 
Guides (1873-1919) in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ireland, 1966).
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steamship arrived from Hong Kong bearing three hundred English infantrymen from the 80th 

Regiment of Foot (Staffordshire Volunteers), a regiment with a proud tradition of fighting in 

colonial wars. On November 20, reinforcements arrived from India under the command of 

Brigadier-General J. Ross comprising an additional six hundred English infantrymen of the 3rd 

Regiment of Foot; four hundred Nepalese infantrymen of the 1st Goorkha Regiment;34 one company

(i.e., eighty to one-hundred-and-fifty men) of Madras Sappers and Miners, an engineering regiment 

from South India, as well as a well-equipped Royal Artillery detachment.35 Royal Navy vessels, 

equipped with their artillery, also joined the expedition. The British infantrymen were equipped 

with a newly invented firearm that gave them an almost overwhelming advantage with respect to the

ability to use deadly force from a distance: the Martini-Henry rifle, “the first really satisfactory rifle 

of the new generation: fast, accurate, tough, impervious to the weather, a weapon that made every 

other gun obsolete” (Headrick, Tools of Empire 98).

The preparations for war on the Malay side belonged to a previous era: stockades had been 

erected along the river to prevent access to the town of Pasir Salak, where Birch had been murdered, 

and men loyal to the Maharaja Lela—who would have mainly been armed with spears and the kris 

(the traditional Malay dagger)—were ready to mount a defense. The blockades were quickly 

34. The Perak War was the first occasion on which Gurkha troops were deployed overseas as part of 
the British armed forces.

35. The Royal Artillery detachment is recorded as having had four seven-pounder Mountain Guns; 
two five-and-a-half inch mortars, with five hundred rounds per piece, in addition to two-hundred 
rockets.
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destroyed by British artillery, and soon the town of Pasir Salak had been captured, searched and 

burned to the ground (Parkinson, British Intervention 262). However, the chief architects of Birch’s 

murder—the Maharaja Lela and Sultan Ismail—had escaped with contingents of their followers by 

this point and evaded capture by the British forces, who then pursued them from village to village. 

As a recent doctoral dissertation36 shows, the Perak War was characterized by a disproportionate and,

in some cases indiscriminate, use of violence by the British troops against the Perak Malays. The 

manhunt for the conspirators, which continued until 1876, left a trail of burned villages in its wake. 

The coastline was blockaded to prevent deliveries of food from entering the sultanate, leading to 

hunger among the population at large, which was regarded as collectively harboring the fugitives. 

The pacification campaign was intended to have an exemplary effect: “the operation’s purpose was 

the punishment of the entire area and its goal was to demonstrate the power of the British Empire in

order to prevent any further spread of unrest, with little thought for the suffering of the population, 

including women and children. The brutal nature of the campaign was motivated by the desire to 

show that the Resident system would be enforced and that ‘each British officer would be supported, 

in the last resort, by the whole strength of the British Empire’” (Gordon, British Colonial Violence 72).

A note in the journal of one of the soldiers who participated in the punitive expedition gives a sense 

of the banality of war: “We found the houses here hastily deserted, and committed the whole town to

the Flames. We then enjoyed our tiffin under the cocoa-nut trees by the river bank" (from the 

36. Michelle Gordon’s 2017 Royal Holloway dissertation, “British Colonial Violence in Perak, Sierra 
Leone and the Sudan,” examines the Perak War in the context of other “small wars” in which the 
United Kingdom was a combatant.
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journal of Wentworth Vernon Bayly, qtd. in Francis, Culture and Commerce in Conrad’s Asian Fiction 

15, note 41).

Eventually, those who had been directly involved in Birch’s assassination—i.e., the Maharaja 

Lela, Pandak Indut, Seputum, and a few others—were captured, put on trial and executed. Raja 

Ismail surrendered to the British forces and was exiled to the Sultanate of Johor. Raja Abdullah was 

accused of complicity in Birch’s death and exiled to the Seychelles, along with several of the other 

leading political figures in Perak, including the Mantri of Larut. However, as Cheah Boon Kheng 

notes, “the guilt of Sultan Abdullah’s complicity in the murder of Birch has not been proven 

satisfactorily… his detention was simply the result of a political decision by the British authorities in

Malaya; it was not the result of a trial” (Cheah, “Letters from Exile” 36). Abdullah was removed 

from the scene because he posed a threat politically: in 1880, Hugh Low, the British Resident in 

Perak, wrote that it would “be very disastrous to the rapidly growing peace and prosperity of the 

State [Perak], to permit a chief of his arbitrary, dissipated and intriguing character to return to it” 

(35). Abdullah’s exile in the Seychelles lasted for nineteen years; after an international campaign for 

more humane treatment, he was eventually allowed to move with his family to Singapore, but only 

settled again in Perak shortly before his death in 1922. The upshot of the events of 1874 to 1877 was 

that Raja Yusuf, who had been overlooked altogether by Sir Andrew Clarke when he convened the 

conference at Pangkor, was installed with the backing of the British authorities as Sultan of Perak. 

Although he was not a signatory to the Pangkor Engagement, he inherited its terms, including the 

obligation to accept a British political officer to be known as a Resident at his court and to heed his 

advice on all matters other than Malay religion and custom. The signing of the Pangkor 
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Engagement, the assassination of J.W.W. Birch, and the Perak War were the decisive events in 

bringing the state of Perak under actual, if not nominal, British control (in theory, the state 

continued to be governed by the Sultan with the guidance of the Resident). As Michelle Gordon 

argues (see note 36 on page 30), the disproportionate use of military force during the war was 

intended to have an exemplary effect on the other Malay states. The futility of offering resistance to 

the introduction of the Residential System of indirect rule and the opening of the Malay states to 

British business interests had been amply demonstrated, and the other heads of state on the Malay 

peninsula were quick to reach an accommodation with the British authorities over the following 

decades.37

It is worth pausing briefly to consider the question of how the Malay people and society were

perceived in Britain on the eve of colonial rule. In the report, mentioned above, on the signing of the

Pangkor Engagement in The Times, the author mused: “if it is brought to our notice that we are 

connected by Treaty with several of the Malay States, we cannot help but wondering why the British 

government should interfere at all with semi-barbarous nations.” Without placing too much weight 

on the choice of words in a journalistic account, the classification of the Malays as “semi-barbarous” 

in the context of becoming a party to a treaty bears some examination. John Stuart Mill had mused 

on precisely this question in 1858, suggesting that the rules that applied to relations between nations 

obviously could not be expected to apply to “barbarians”:

37. For a summary of the process of incorporation of the Malay states into the British sphere of 
control, see note 7 on page 5.
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To suppose that the same international customs, and the same rules of international morality,
can obtain between one civilized nation and another, and between civilized nations and 
barbarians, is a grave error… In the first place, the rules of ordinary international morality 
imply reciprocity. But barbarians will not reciprocate. They cannot be depended on for 
observing any rules. Their minds are not capable of so great an effort, nor their will 
sufficiently under the influence of distant motives. In the next place, nations which are still 
barbarous have not got beyond the period during which it is likely to be for their benefit that
they should be conquered and held in subjugation by foreigners. (“On Non-intervention,” 
Fraser’s Magazine for Town and Country, 1859 772)

Malay society on the eve of colonization was not of course “semi-barbarous” in any 

meaningful sense,38 but it had come to seem so to the British public over the course of the nineteenth

century. In the early years of the century, Sir Stamford Raffles had been effusive in his praise of the 

Malays, whom he regarded as both the most enterprising ethnic group in Southeast Asia and as 

having a special affinity with the English. In his introduction to Leyden’s translation of the Malay 

Annals (1821), he remarks that “there is something in the Malayan character which is congenial to 

British minds, and which leaves an impression, very opposite to that which a much longer 

intercourse has given of the more subdued and cultivated natives of Hindustan” (Leyden & Raffles, 

Malay Annals xv). By the mid-century, Sir James Brooke’s anti-piracy campaigns in Sarawak had 

focused public attention on the region, and accounts of the battles in periodicals such as the 

Illustrated London News emphasized the savagery of the opponents Brooke faced to such an extent 

that many were led to “question the humanity of the Dyaks and Malays” (Stocking, Victorian 

38. Although obviously pre-modern, Malay society on the eve of colonization was sophisticated, with
its own complex political systems of governance (see Gullick, Indigenous Political Systems of Western 
Malaya), distinctive styles in the arts (particularly in silverwork and textiles), and refined tradition of
courtly literature.
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Anthropology 63). Events such as the murder of the grandson of Robert Burns in Borneo in 1852 

provoked public outrage.39 Some idea of the emotion stirred up in Britain by these newspaper 

accounts may be had by reading a letter from Charles Kingsley—who was a great admirer of Brooke 

and had dedicated his novel Westward Ho! to him—to his friend John Ludlow on reading criticism of 

Brooke in the newspapers in 1855:

The truest benevolence is occasional severity. It is expedient that one man die for the people.
One tribe exterminated, if need be, to save a whole continent. “Sacrifice of human life?” 
Prove that it is human life. It is beast-like. These Dayaks have put on the image of the beast, 
and they must take the consequence.

…because the meek along shall inherit the earth, therefore, you Malays and Dayaks of 
Sarawak, you also are enemies to peace… you are beasts, all the more dangerous, because you
have a semi-human cunning.…

You, the “strange children that dissemble with me, shall fail,” and be exterminated, and be 
afraid out of your infernal river-forts, as the old Canaanites were out of their hill-castles. 
(Kingsley, Letters & Memories 374-76)

Such attitudes were supported by developments in the scientific study of race: at the end of 

the eighteenth century, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach had modified his earlier model of the races of 

man to include a fifth category: the Malays. As Stephen Jay Gould notes, the addition of the Malay 

category had the effect of transforming a model that had earlier roughly reflected the division of the 

39. A newspaper report recounts how the ship on which Robert Burns (the grandson of the poet) was
sailing was boarded by Malay men under the pretext of wishing to trade. While “Mr. Burns was in a 
stooping position, his attention…taken up examining some pearls in his hand,” the men produced a 
concealed kris (a type of Malay knife) and “at a single cut severed Burns’ head from his body” 
(“Piracy And Slaughter in the Indian Archipelago,” Daily News, 1852). The irony that Burns, a critic 
of Sir James Brooke, would meet his death in this manner was noted: “Mr. Burns, whose evidence 
was so often quoted in contradiction to Sir James Brooke’s assertions respecting the Borneo pirates, 
has fallen a victim to his confidence in the native character” (“Murder of the Grandson of Robert 
Burns by Borneo Pirates,” North American and United States Gazette, 1852). 
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races of man into four major categories by geographic region into one in which there was “a 

hierarchy of worth, oddly based upon perceived beauty, and fanning out in two directions from a 

Caucasian ideal” (Gould, “Geometer of Race”). This model positioned the East Asian races as an 

intermediate stage between Caucasians and Native Americans, and the Malays as an intermediate 

stage between Caucasians and Africans.40 The basis for this was the incorrect assumption that, on the

basis of skin color, Papuans must be closely related to Africans: “the inhabitants of the New 

Hebrides in particular come sensibly near the Papuans and New Hollanders, who finally on their 

part graduate away so insensibly towards the Ethiopian variety, that, if it was thought convenient, 

they might not unfairly be classed with them” (Blumenbach, Anthropological Treatises 275). The early 

anthropologists of the nineteenth century tended to follow Blumenbach in grouping Papuans with 

Africans. Attitudes towards these groups tended to be filtered through the lens of the investigator’s 

attitude towards people of African descent, and towards the issue of slavery in the United States. 

John Crawfurd, a leading member of the Ethnological Society of London (which was long 

dominated by James Hunt, a controversial pro-slavery figure), wrote that “In the Indian Archipelago 

40. The new model was introduced in the third edition of On the Natural Variety of Mankind (1795). 
Blumenbach’s model of the races of man became part of the common stock of Victorian knowledge, 
such that Disraeli could casually refer to it in Coningsby, when he notes that Sidonia is “well aware 
that in the five great varieties into which Physiology has divided the human species; to wit, the 
Caucasian, the Mongolian, the Malayan, the American, the Ethiopian” (Disraeli, Coningsby 138). The
persistence of Blumenbach’s scheme is such that echoes of it could be heard in a Virginia courtroom 
in 1959 in a landmark case on interracial marriage: “Almighty God created the races white, black, 
yellow, malay and red, and he placed them on separate continents. And, but for the interference with
his arrangement, there would be no cause for such marriage. The fact that he separated the races 
shows that he did not intend for the races to mix.” (United States Supreme Court, “Loving v. 
Virginia”)
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there are—an aboriginal fair or brown complexioned race,—and an aboriginal negro race” and that 

“The brown and negro races of the Archipelago may be considered to present, in their physical and 

moral character, a complete parallel with the white and negro races of the western world. The first 

have always displayed as eminent a relative superiority over the second as the race of white men have

done over the negroes of the west.” (Crawfurd, Indian Archipelago vol. 1 14, 18) The naturalist Alfred 

Russel Wallace, a staunch abolitionist and friend of Harriet Beecher Stowe, was inclined to favor the 

Papuans, writing:

In intellect the Malay is but mediocre. He is deficient in the energy requisite for the 
acquisition of knowledge, and seems incapable of following out any by the simplest 
combination of ideas… The state of civilization reached by the Malay races is not very high. 
A considerable number of tribes in Borneo, Sumatra, and Malacca, are what we call 
savages…The typical Papuan race is in many respects the very opposite of the Malay… Of 
the intellect of this race it is very difficult to judge, but I am inclined to rate it somewhat 
higher than that of the Malays… (Wallace, “On the Varieties of Man in the Malay 
Archipelago” 199-205).

3. Colonial History and State Secrecy in Malaya and Borneo

In May 2011, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office reluctantly admitted what many 

historians had long suspected: that at the time of Britain’s withdrawal from its colonial empire in the 

1950s and 60s, a vast number of documents that might embarrass the British government after the 

transition to independence were either destroyed in situ or transported to Britain to be stored in a 

secret facility, rather than allow them to fall into the hands of the successor postcolonial 

governments. The picture that gradually emerged regarding Operation Legacy was one of deception 

on a massive scale: on the eve of independence, from Malaya to Kenya, colonial officials had been 

given the task of purging their archives of documents related to the dark side of the British Empire, 
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such as the summary justice that was dispensed to communist insurgents in Malaya during the 1950s,

the torture and abuse of suspected Mau Mau detainees in Kenya in the 1960s, or the forced 

displacement of the islanders of Diego Garcia during the late 1960s and early 1970s. The documents 

were selected on the basis of very broad criteria that went well beyond the understandable need to 

protect documents related to intelligence or defense matters. This work was done in accordance with

a strict racial hierarchy, with the most sensitive documents—marked with the code-word “Watch”—

only to be handled by expatriate officials of pure British descent; the next level of sensitivity, code-

named “Guard” could be seen by officials from the white settler colonies, i.e., Australia, New 

Zealand, Canada, and South Africa; the local African and Asian staff were to be carefully excluded 

from even the knowledge that the operation was taking place. Under the supervision of military 

intelligence officers, the documents were incinerated, dumped at sea, or flown under cover of secrecy

to the United Kingdom. Meanwhile, dummy records were inserted into the archives to be passed on 

to the post-colonial governments to conceal the very fact that anything had been removed. Following

their “migration” to the United Kingdom, such documents as had been removed rather than 

destroyed were eventually deposited by the FCO in a secret facility at Hanslope Park, a site with a 

deep history of association with British military intelligence, and excluded from the normal process 

of declassification of government documents, remaining a “guilty secret” until lawsuits brought by 

elderly survivors of the internment of insurgents during the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya and 

pressure by academics such as Professor Caroline Elkins finally led to their disclosure.

The disclosure of the existence of the archive came to light in connection with the claim for 

compensation brought against the British Crown by five elderly Kenyan survivors of internment and
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torture by British military personnel during the counter-insurgency operation in Kenya from 1952 to

1960, and was made only under considerable pressure after decades of stonewalling. David Anderson,

professor of African Politics at Oxford, who was serving as an expert witness had come to the 

conclusion that there were “glaring gaps” in the National Archives in Kenya that corresponded to the

more controversial aspects of British colonial rule, and had discovered correspondence between the 

Kenyan government and the FCO in the late 1960s that indicated clearly that “over 1,500 files, in 

more than 300 boxes, taking up some 100 linear feet of storage” had been repatriated to Britain from

Kenya on the eve of independence in 1963. When the law firm representing the claimants, Leigh 

Day, filed a request that the British government disclose all documents relating to the Mau Mau 

detainees, the task fell to Edward Inglett, then a thirty-five-year-old desk officer in the Africa 

department at the FCO, who initiated an exhaustive search for the missing documents. In spite of 

stressing to the FCO’s records management staff that “the reputation of the government was at stake

in this matter and that failure to disclose documents might be viewed as obstructionist and therefore 

construed to imply culpability,” Inglett’s requests were also initially met by denials that there were 

any additional relevant documents (Anderson, “Mau Mau in the High Court” 708). It was only when

Inglett announced that he was personally coming to Hanslope Park, accompanied by a lawyer, that 

the staff at Hanslope Park relented and admitted the existence of the archives. As the investigative 

journalist Ian Cobain comments, the episode showed that “The British state of the late twentieth 

and early twentieth-century was attempting to protect the reputation of the British state of 

generations earlier, concealing and manipulating history—sculpting an official narrative—in a 

manner more associated with a dictatorship than with a mature and confident democracy,” and raised
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a number of unsettling questions regarding the gap between the declared British values of openness 

and transparency in government matters (Cobain, The History Thieves intro.). It also suggested the 

existence of an imperium in imperio within the British government at the nexus of the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office, the intelligence services and the military establishment, in which the 

existence of the Migrated Archives was a secret to be guarded even from the elected British 

government of the day.

The outcome of the case brought by the Kenyan former detainees was a happy one. History 

graduate students from Oxford and Harvard working under Anderson and Elkins, respectively, 

reconstructed the files as they were released to them after screening by the FCO, often seemingly in 

random order, a process Anderson compared to “reading a novel with all the pages in the wrong 

sequence” (Anderson, “Mau Mau in the High Court” 709). In addition to providing documentary 

evidence to support the allegations of abuse in the detention camps—confirming the case Caroline 

Elkins had built largely on the basis of oral history in Imperial Reckoning: The Untold Story of Britain’s 

Gulag in Kenya (2005)—the migrated archives revealed an awareness of the abuses at the highest 

levels. A particularly damning piece of evidence that came to light was a memorandum prepared by 

the Attorney-General of Kenya, Eric Griffith-Jones, for the Governor, Evelyn Baring, in which 

Griffith-Jones expressed his concern that the conditions in which the detainees were kept were 

“distressingly reminiscent of conditions in Nazi Germany or Communist Russia” but argued that the 

savagery of the Mau Mau was such that the use of violence against them was necessary and justified. 

The important thing, in Griffith-Jones’ view, was that any torture of detainees should be conducted 

in secret and should leave no visible trace, counseling the governor that “If we are going to sin, we 

39



must sin quietly” (Cobain, The History Thieves ch. 4). After years of prevarication by lawyers 

representing the British Crown—who argued at one point that under the “principle of succession” 

the postcolonial government of Kenya inherited liability for any abuses carried out under the colonial

regime, invoking as a precedent a case involving licenses to fish for Patagonian toothfish in the 

British territories of South Georgia and South Sandwich islands, meaning that any claims for 

compensation should be addressed to the government of Kenya, not that of the United Kingdom—

when faced with overwhelming documentary evidence of abuses, the FCO decided in 2012 to settle 

with the claimants (Teyie, “UK says Kenyan government should pay Mau Mau compensation 

claims,” The Nairobi Star). This opened the door to a larger class action suit brought by more than 

5,200 claimants, which was also settled out of court the following year for £13.9 million, and, perhaps

more significantly, to an acknowledgement of responsibility by the Foreign Minister, William 

Hague, who said in an address to the House of Commons that “The British Government recognizes 

that Kenyans were subject to torture and other forms of ill-treatment at the hands of the colonial 

administration. [We] sincerely regret that these abuses took place” (Pflanz, “Hague expresses ‘regret’

for colonial-era torture of Mau Mau Kenyans,” The Daily Telegraph).

As Caroline Elkins shows in Imperial Reckoning, a direct line connects British military 

strategy in Malaya and Kenya during their respective emergencies: “Of all the British hearts-and-

minds precedents, the one undertaken in colonial Malaya ultimately most influenced Kenyan policy”

(Elkins, Imperial Reckoning 101). Thomas Askwith, a young official in the Colonial Service in Kenya, 

was dispatched to Malaya to learn from the seemingly successful efforts to defeat the Communist 

insurgency; the camps that became the site of atrocities in Kenya were modeled after the reeducation
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and rehabilitation camps that had been set up in Malaya. However, while justice was eventually done

for the elderly survivors of British military detention in Kenya, the clock has run out on those who 

suffered abuses a decade earlier in Malaya, in particular, the families of those who died at Batang 

Kali. To quote a brief from the law firm representing the families:

In 1948, Scots Guardsmen shot dead 24 unarmed Chinese laborers in the rubber tapping 
village of Batang Kali, part of what was then colonial Malaya. Their village then was razed to
the ground. Their dependents were left destitute. Then, in 1970, several of the Guardsmen 
involved came forward and, in the presence of their solicitors, openly confessed to the 
Metropolitan Police that they were ordered to execute the villagers extra-judicially, that the 
male villagers were divided into groups to be shot, and that they were later coached to say 
that this had happened during a mass escape attempt. (Halford & Grosz, “A Very British 
Cover-Up: A Briefing for Members of the House of Commons and the House of Lords on 
the Government’s Response to Calls for an Inquiry into the 1948 Batang Kali Massacre”)

At the time of the opening of the Migrated Archives, some historians had been hopeful that 

they would cast light on the darker episodes during the British colonial period in Malaya and 

Borneo. Instead, the scarcity of records on Malaya and Borneo that have been revealed in the 

declassified Migrated Archives seems to confirm the idea that destruction, rather than repatriation, 

was the preferred method of dealing with colonial-era documents as Britain prepared to transfer 

sovereignty over its former possessions to the new nation-state of Malaysia. The destruction of 

documents was carried out discreetly but with the knowledge and consent of Tunku Abdul Rahman, 

the incoming first Prime Minister of Malaysia (Hampshire, “Apply the Flame More Searingly” 339).

There was a desire to avoid the bad publicity that had been generated by the “pall of smoke which 

hung over Delhi during the destruction of documents in 1947” (341), the process was conducted in 

total secrecy. Over twenty months, five lorry loads of documents were removed from government 

offices, reviewed at the high commissioner’s office and ultimately destroyed at a secure remote 
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location by British intelligence officers. Correspondence between officials based in Borneo shows 

that the idea of “weighing down crates of records and throwing them into the deep sea off Sarawak” 

was considered and that “the Mindanao trench was mentioned as a possible site for dumping 

weighted documents” (343). Some reports claim that “One month ahead of the formal transfer of 

power on Malaysia Day, over a thousand files in sealed oil drums were dumped by a Royal Navy 

minesweeper ‘during hours of darkness’ at 38 fathoms off the coast of Northwest Borneo” (Phillips, 

“The ‘Migrated Archives’”). As Philip Taylor notes, “censorship and propaganda are Siamese twins, 

inseparable and inextricable” (Taylor, Projection of Britain 4), and it is evident that the official effort 

to manage public perceptions in Britain of the imperial record in Malaya and Borneo involved both.

4. The Evolving Nature of Imperial Propaganda 

In the mid-1890s, when the earlier texts examined in this study were written, the British 

colonial regime on the Malay peninsula had only recently been imposed and was evidently still felt 

to need justification; this political reality is expressed in texts which implicitly or explicitly try to 

make the case against the ancien régime—usually referred to disparagingly as “native rule”—and in 

favor of the new order. By the 1930s and ’40s, when Somerset Maugham visited the region in search 

of material for his short stories, the British system of indirect rule had already acquired the “illusion 

of permanence” (to borrow the phrase the historian Francis Hutchins applied to British India in the 

nineteenth century). Although it was understood by this point that the British were in some sense 

preparing the Malays for eventual self-government, the time horizon for this event receded into a 

more or less infinitely distant future. In contrast to the 1890s, when pre-colonial times were still well
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within living memory, by the 1940s several generations of Malays would have come of age having 

only experienced life under the British system of indirect rule. This is not, of course, to suggest that 

it was impossible to conceive of alternatives to British rule; by the 1930s Malay nationalism had 

become an intellectual force in society (see page 7). Clearly, entirely different types of propaganda 

needed at the beginning of this period and at its end: on the one hand, propaganda directed at 

making the case for a political change (albeit one that is already a fait accompli) and on the other, 

propaganda directed at reinforcing and upholding the status quo.

A theoretical work that is of some assistance in arriving at an understanding of the latter 

type of propaganda is Jacques Ellul’s Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes (1962). In Ellul’s 

framework, the type of imperial propaganda seen in the first phase would fall under the rubric of 

straightforward “political propaganda,” i.e., the deliberate use of techniques of persuasion by a 

political group—in the current case, members of the upper echelon of British society with a stake in 

Britain’s expansion as an imperial power—to influence public opinion in a direction favorable to the 

political group’s interests. The second type corresponds to some degree with what Ellul calls 

“integration propaganda,” i.e., the techniques by which society or the state integrates the individual 

into its system of beliefs and values. In Ellul’s analysis, this type of propaganda is to be understood 

in opposition to agitation propaganda, i.e., the mobilization of the masses by stirring up their 

emotions against a real or imagined enemy, which is always subversive, even when adopted by a 

revolutionary group that has seized power—as in the case of the CPC during the era of Mao 

Zedong—whereas integration propaganda is conservative, having the objective of integrating the 
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individual into the norms and beliefs of society as it is already constituted:

In contrast to this propaganda of agitation is the propaganda of integration—the propaganda 
of developed nations and characteristic of our civilization; in fact it did not exist before the 
twentieth century. It is a propaganda of conformity. It is related to the fact, analyzed earlier, 
that in Western society it is no longer sufficient to obtain a transitory political act (such as a 
vote); one needs total adherence to a society’s truths and behavioral patterns. As the more 
perfectly uniform the society, the stronger its power and effectiveness, each member should 
be only an organic and functional fragment of it, perfectly adapted and integrated. He must 
share the stereotypes, beliefs, and reactions of the group; he must be an active participant in 
its economic, ethical, esthetic and political doings… Propaganda of integration aims at 
making the individual participate in his society in every way. Integration propaganda aims at 
stabilizing the social body, at unifying and reinforcing it. It is thus the preferred instrument 
of government, though properly speaking it is not exclusively political propaganda… (Ellul, 
Propaganda 75)

As will be argued at some length later in this study, Somerset Maugham’s relationship to 

intelligence and propaganda work was far deeper than is generally appreciated (see page 126), and his

interwar tales of Malaya and Borneo were intended to normalize the colonial situation for his British

and American readers. The stories generally follow a loose formula whereby a traveling narrator—

understood to be a fictionalized version of Maugham himself—arrives at an outpost of the British 

Empire, is received into local expatriate society through one of its social institutions (the club, an 

official’s residence, or some other preserve of the British ruling elite), and taken under the wing of a 

representative of the community (often an authority figure such as a policeman). This person 

proceeds to tell the narrator a tale which usually revolves around some violation of the social order, 

e.g., infidelity or murder, and often concludes with a cover-up of some kind that allows the surface 

appearance of colonial society to remain unruffled. Following Ellul’s idea of integration propaganda, 

the narrative tracks the process of temporary incorporation of the visitor into the local expatriate 

society. The telling of the tale is often an exercise in passing on or reinforcing certain beliefs or 
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prejudices41 held by the group. As the perspective of the reader is aligned with that of the 

fictionalized Maugham who serves as the narrator of the frame story, the effect on the reader is one 

of also being integrated into expatriate colonial society. Indeed, to become a colonial is presented 

throughout Maugham’s works as a pleasant and desirable condition for a European - it is no 

coincidence that there is a significant association between Maugham and certain forms of advertising

that play on the idea of Asia as a space for the—presumably white—expatriate to luxuriate. This was 

an association that began during Maugham’s lifetime, with his endorsement of Raffles Hotel in 

Singapore as standing “for all the fables of the Exotic East,” which was heavily featured in the hotel’s

promotional materials of the late 1950s. After Maugham’s death, several luxury hotels in the region 

have capitalized on their association with him by offering a “Somerset Maugham Suite.”42 Colonial 

nostalgia—in the sense of playing on the desire of a potential hotel guest to revisit the privileges 

enjoyed by white expatriates at the high point of empire—is an inherent part of such marketing. 

Several hotels in the region go further in their promotional materials in playing up the colonial 

41. It should be noted at the outset that many of Maugham’s short stories are objectionable when 
approached in terms of the values and ideas they seem to promote. To cite only a few of the more 
egregious examples, the attitude towards beating one’s wife in “The Back of Beyond” is approving 
(the story was originally called “The Right Thing is the Kind Thing,” with the right thing being for a
man who has learned that his wife has had a lover to forgive her after he has given her a severe 
beating); “The Yellow Streak” endorses a particularly pernicious form of prejudice against people of 
mixed racial backgrounds; in “The Door of Opportunity,” the Dutch planter who summarily shoots a
large number of rebelling Chinese workers is the hero of the day, not the effete British officer who 
waits for the authorities to arrive to deal with the situation by the book, etc.

42. The first such seems to have been that at the Raffles Hotel in Singapore. Another well-known 
example is that at the Mandarin Oriental in Bangkok (referred to in passing in the song “One Night 
in Bangkok” in the musical Chess: “Some are set up in the Somerset Maugham suite”). A Sofitel in 
Hanoi appears to be a recent addition to the list of hotels offering Somerset Maugham suites.
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theme, e.g., the Eastern & Oriental in Penang assures its guests that they will be greeted by “khaki-

clad doormen and pith-helmeted bellhops.”
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Chapter 1. Sir Frank Swettenham

The figure of Sir Frank Swettenham literally looms large over the history of the period of 

British rule in Malaysia and Singapore: the first object to confront the visitor to the Singapore 

History Gallery in the National Museum of Singapore is John Singer Sargent’s massive 1906 portrait

of Swettenham as Governor of the Straits Settlements (the largest painting in the museum’s 

collection). The Straits Settlements Association1 commissioned the portrait as one in a series of 

likenesses of former Governors of the Straits Settlements intended to hang in Singapore, and 

Swettenham was given a free hand in his choice of a painter: naturally, he chose the leading society 

painter of his day to execute the commission. He is represented in a swaggering pose2 and appears 

almost luminous in his white ceremonial dress uniform against a dark background. On his breast is 

the red star of a Knight Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George, while surrounding 

him are objects indicating his status as Governor and affiliation with the Malay world, the first 

indicated by a spiked pith helmet, an ivory ceremonial baton, and a saber; the latter by a sumptuous 

piece of red and gold Malay songket brocade carelessly draped on a chair to his side and by the 

enormous globe turned to show the Malay peninsula that looms over his shoulder. Swettenham’s 

literary ambitions and linguistic expertise are indicated by the books and manuscripts resting 

1. The association that represented the formidable mercantile community in the Straits Settlements, 
in which W.H.M. Read (see note 21 on page 17) had played a leading role in earlier decades.

2. Bruce Redford suggests that Sargent borrowed his posture from Sir Anthony Van Dyck’s double 
portrait of Lord Russell and Lord Digby (“War and Peace”). Swettenham is modeled on Lord 
Russel, who is surrounded by symbols associating him with the active life, in contrast to Lord Digby, 
who is associated in the painting with the contemplative life. Symbols of both the active and the 
contemplative life—such as the globe at Lord Digby’s feet—are carried over into the portrait of 
Swettenham.



beneath the ivory baton. The expression that plays on his lips suggests a man of supreme self-

possession and confidence to the point of arrogance. The grandiosity of the manner in which 

Swettenham chose to be represented has struck various critics: “One might suspect Sargent of irony 

in piling up the emblems of empire so ostentatiously,” one commentator muses, before rejecting this 

suggestion on the grounds that the “sense of movement and life” in the painting is too strong to 

allow for an ironic reading (Kilmurray & Ormond, John Singer Sargent 167). Another notes that 

instead of representing its subject as a mere colonial civil servant, it seeks to elevate him to the level 

of “a substitute king-emperor, a rubber baron in crisp white trousers” (Angus Trumble, qtd. in 

Redford, John Singer Sargent and the Art of Allusion 42).

At the time of the portrait’s painting, Swettenham had just retired from a career spent 

entirely in the colonial civil service in Malaya and the Straits Settlements, having come out as a 

colonial cadet at the age of twenty in 1871 and reaching the highest position in the administration of 

the British Empire in that part of the world in 1901. The period of Swettenham’s service in Malaya 

and the Straits Settlements coincided with the establishment of the British colonial regime on the 

Malay peninsula (see pp. 16-36), and he was a central figure in many of the pivotal events. Having 

completed his training as a Malay interpreter under the official munshi of the Straits Settlements, 

Haji Mohamed Said (see note 26 on page 22), less than two years after his arrival in Singapore, 

Swettenham was one of only a handful of British officials who were conversant in Malay and was 

thus chosen to accompany Sir Andrew Clarke to the historic meeting off the island of Pangkor in 

1874; it was Swettenham who, working with Haji Mohamed Said, drew up the Malay text of the 

Pangkor Engagement, on the precise wording of which so much would depend (see note 27 on page 
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22). Swettenham was one of J.W.W. Birch’s party on the fateful day when he entered the town of 

Pasir Salak to post a proclamation in the name of Queen Victoria (see page 25); following Birch’s 

assassination, Swettenham briefly assumed the position of Resident of Perak (i.e., the highest British

official in the state, with theoretical powers to dictate terms to the sultan) himself at the age of 

twenty-five. The creation of the Federated Malay States, the administrative structure that replaced 

the Protected Malay States in 1895, is generally credited to Swettenham,3 who served as the first 

Resident-General (from 1896 to 1901) and oversaw the construction of the Resident-General’s 

residence, to which he gave the somewhat ominous name of Carcosa.4 In the context of a career 

marked by achievement, it came as a surprise when, for reasons that are somewhat mysterious,5 he 

3. Under the FMS, the Residents of the states of Perak, Pahang, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan 
reported directly to a Resident-General based in Kuala Lumpur, rather than reporting separately to 
the Straits Settlements as had been the case previously.

4. Swettenham came across the name in Robert W. Chambers’ The King in Yellow (1895), which 
borrowed the idea of the lost city of Carcosa from Ambrose Bierce’s short story, “An Inhabitant of 
Carcosa” (1886), in which a man awakens to find himself in the ruins of the city where he had once 
lived and after exploring finds his way to a graveyard in which he stumbles upon his own tombstone, 
engraved with the date of his death. Carcosa became the site of lavish entertainments and served as a
guesthouse for visiting dignitaries and other socially prominent people visiting the Federated Malay 
States.

5. H. S. Barlow’s Swettenham (1995) suggests that Swettenham was motivated by the desire to exit 
public life before scandal could catch up with him. On the one hand, Swettenham had decided in 
1904 to divorce his wife Sydney, to whom he had been unhappily married for more than two decades,
and correctly anticipated that the divorce proceedings would result in an unpleasant airing of his 
personal affairs in the English newspapers (his first attempt to divorce Sydney was unsuccessful; it 
would be another forty years before they divorced, leaving Swettenham free to remarry in his 
nineties). Perhaps more importantly, there were indications that Swettenham’s involvement in land 
speculation in Malaya had come under investigation. This was something of a gray area for British 
officials at the time, but Swettenham seems to have overstepped the acceptable limits of such activity
by entering into an agreement with the Sultan of Johor that allowed him to purchase land on the site 
of a planned railway in exchange for an undertaking not to compel the state to accept a British 
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abruptly resigned from the colonial civil service in his mid-fifties, an age when he could have 

expected to be appointed to a series of positions as Governor in colonies in various parts of the 

world for another two decades (as was the case with his younger colleague Sir Hugh Clifford, who 

was rotated through a serious of appointments as Governor in the Caribbean, Africa, and other parts 

of Asia following his service in Malaya).

After resigning his position as Governor, Swettenham enjoyed a long and active retirement. 

He returned to work during the First World War, serving as Joint Director (with Sir Edward Cook)6 

of the Official Press Bureau (the government wartime press censorship organization). Towards the 

end of the war, Swettenham was invited to join a Policy Committee chaired by Lord Northcliffe to 

draw up guidelines for peace propaganda (Milner, “The Policy Committee”). Having opposed the 

introduction of rubber cultivation in Malaya earlier in his career, he became actively involved in the 

rubber industry in his retirement, serving as a director of several rubber companies. He also 

established himself in literary society, becoming a favorite at dinner parties and on intimate terms 

with prominent figures such as Ranee of Sarawak (Margaret Brooke), who was then living in 

Resident (Johor had avoided incorporation into the Residency system by pursuing a policy of 
accommodation with the British authorities).

6. Sir Edward Cook was a journalist himself: having started to contribute to the Pall Mall Gazette in 
the 1880s at the invitation of Alfred Milner, he founded and edited several national newspapers. 
Quigley believes that Cook was a member of the inner circle of the Round Table Organization 
(Quigley, Anglo-American Establishment 13-14). Cook wrote an account of the workings of the Official
Press Bureau, but died before it could be published; Swettenham assisted in the preparation of the 
manuscript for publication. A post-script to the book—possibly written by Swettenham—describes 
him as “a staunch Liberal and Radical, but also a zealous imperialist and devoted admirer of Cecil 
Rhodes” and an “old friend and colleague” of Milner (Cook, Press in War-Time 191-92).
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London after separating from her husband, Rajah Charles Brooke. She pronounced him “one of the 

really great men of the British Empire” (qtd. in Mix, A Study in Yellow 262), and he contributed an 

introduction to her My Life in Sarawak (1913). The American novelist Gertrude Atherton writes of 

him,

Sir Frank Swettenham had just returned from a long and distinguished service in the Malay 
States, and as he was very much in vogue I met him frequently. He was almost black from 
forty years of tropic suns, and so dried up that he looked not unlike an animated mummy. 
But he was very much alive and an interesting partner at table. He liked to talk about Joseph 
Conrad, whom he had known well in Asia.7 (Atherton, Adventures of a Novelist 464)

Swettenham also established himself as a frequent writer of letters to the editor of the 

various newspapers on colonial questions. He was particularly outspoken on Malay affairs and 

emerged as a fierce opponent of the various proposals that were made to grant the Malays more say 

in their governance or prepare them for eventual independence. A letter to the editor printed in The 

Times in 1933 is representative of his thinking: “I hardly think any Malays would charge me with 

want of sympathy for his race, but in character and temperament Malays are not fitted to control, 

without help, an Administration on Western lines. Their genius lies elsewhere, and their fine and 

7. It is unlikely that Swettenham and Conrad knew each other in Asia. Conrad was not in Singapore 
for long, and his visits coincide with periods when Swettenham was elsewhere (during Conrad’s first 
visit to Singapore, from September to October 1885, Swettenham was conducting a survey of rivers 
in Lower Perak; in 1887, when Conrad was convalescing in Singapore between journeys to Borneo on
the S.S. Vidar, Swettenham was on home leave in London). Moreover, as Conrad himself wrote, the 
life of a merchant seaman was not conducive to the cultivation of a sophisticated social life (see 
Sherry, Conrad’s Eastern World 5). The only occasion on which one can be sure they crossed paths was
at the luncheon organized by Hugh Clifford in Conrad’s honor on June 14, 1903, at the members-
only Wellington Club in Piccadilly (see Clifford, A Talk on Joseph Conrad and his Work 8). 
Swettenham does, however, figure in a minor way in the history of Conrad criticism as the first 
person to make the connection between the Patna episode in Lord Jim and the historical case of the 
pilgrim ship Jeddah (see Sherry, Conrad’s Eastern World 41).
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lovable qualities do not fit them for the method and strain of continuous mental application and 

quick decisions on important questions.” (“The Future of Malaya,” The Times, 1933)

Swettenham’s parallel career as a writer began in the 1890s when he was serving as Resident 

of Perak for the second time (having briefly held the position during the Perak War nearly twenty 

years earlier). He was asked by The Straits Times to write a series of articles on Perak, covering the 

events of the 1870s and giving a general overview of Malay life there at that time. The articles were 

considered sufficiently interesting to be republished by the Straits Times Press as a collected volume,

About Perak (1893). A chapter in this volume on “The Real Malay” formed the backbone of 

Swettenham’s first collection of short stories, Malay Sketches (1895), published by John Lane under 

the Bodley Head imprint.8 The book’s jacket was an unusual bright yellow color, chosen for its 

associations with Malay royalty (Swettenham, Malay Sketches 291), and decorated with an image of 

three traditional Malay daggers (kris); the author was referred to on the jacket as “Frank 

Swettenham, Officier d’Academie.”9 There may be a secondary set of associations at work in the choice 

of the yellow jacket cover: it could also have been chosen in emulation of The Yellow Book, the well-

known literary periodical also published by John Lane in which Swettenham would later publish two 

8. The eighth chapter of About Perak, “The Real Malay,” was reproduced as the first six chapters of 
Malay Sketches with minimal changes other than the addition of chapter titles. Confusingly, the later 
volume The Real Malay (1899) borrows the title but not the contents of the earlier essays.

9. Referring to Swettenham’s membership of the Ordre des Palmes Académiques, awarded to him for 
having donated objects displayed at the Indian and Colonial Exhibition at Shepherd’s Bush in 1886, 
along with part of his own collection, to the Musée du Trocadero. Barlow suggests that this 
arrangement may have been facilitated by J. Errington de la Croix, who had been a miner in Perak 
and knew Swettenham there (see Barlow, Swettenham 301, 343-4).
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short stories.10 Malay Sketches was received with reasonable enthusiasm by the critics: St. James’ 

Gazette commented that while Swettenham was “gifted with considerable power of graphic 

description and that keen relish for telling a story without which the most thrilling narrative loses 

half its interest,” he was also “an enthusiastic member of the Kipling school; but he would do better 

standing on his own legs, as the chief results of his imitation of his model are occasional grammatical

slips and frequent lapses into cheap cynicism.” (Review of Frank Swettenham’s Malay Sketches in St. 

James’s Gazette, 1895) The Saturday Review complained that “Mr. Swettenham is no great literary 

artist. His style is open to reproach on many counts, particularly that of mixing tenses in 

indescribable confusion…in fact these sketches are written by a man of action who holds his pen in a

way which a master of literary penmanship would be justified in reprehending for its stiffness and 

awkwardness.” The reviewer concluded that the book in some sense succeeded because of its lack of 

literary polish, not despite it: “Yet we could ill spare Mr. Swettenham’s rough descriptions for the 

elaborate paintings of an artist in words. The very literary incapacity of the man makes you marvel 

all the more at the fascination of his book.” The review concluded by hoping that “the nauseating 

yellow cover will not prejudice anyone against the treasures inside” (Review of Frank Swettenham’s 

Malay Sketches in Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art, 1895).

A second publication, also brought out by John Lane at the Bodley Head, followed in 1898 

with Unaddressed Letters. This volume relies on the conceit that Swettenham had inherited a 

10. “Death’s Devotion,” first published in vol. 9 of The Yellow Book (Apr. 1896) was republished in 
Also and Perhaps and “The Ûnka,” first published in vol. 12 of The Yellow Book (Jan. 1897) was 
republished as “A ‘Genre’ Picture” in The Real Malay.
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collection of letters from a friend following his sudden death, which he has merely edited and placed 

before the world (he is credited on the title page as the editor of the volume). The “friend” is 

described as “by trade, a diplomatist; by inclination, a sportsman with literary and artistic tastes; by 

force of circumstance he was a student of many characters, and in some sense a cynic” (Swettenham, 

Unaddressed Letters vi). The jacket was printed in the same signature yellow color as Malay Sketches, 

but featured flowers on the cover in place of the Malay weapons that had decorated his first volume. 

The flowers are probably intended to be white narcissus, a detail that may be connected with 

Swettenham’s fascination with death.11 A fancy-dress ball to celebrate the opening of Carcosa, the 

Resident-General’s mansion in Kuala Lumpur, took Unaddressed Letters as its theme; a report in the 

Malay Mail records that “Mrs. Baxendale, wife of the head of the Public Works Department 

appeared as Unaddressed Letters, in a yellow dress, embroidered with white fleur-de-lys, in 

imitation of the cover of the book” (479). In 1908, the Singapore newspapers reported that 

Unaddressed Letters had been translated into Italian and presented to the King of Italy; a favorable 

review in the Italian press was translated, which remarked that “in these letters we find many 

sensible and subtle observations upon human life by a man who has obviously studied it from an 

intellectual as well as from a sentimental standpoint. The volume is full of that delicate poetry which

11. Barlow writes that Swettenham had an unhealthy “interest in the accouterments of death”: he 
points as evidence to the preservation among Swettenham’s papers of a document sent to him by the 
Librarian of the Mauritius Library containing a transcript of a police interrogation related to “a 
flagrant case of necrophilia, committed by a group of Mauritius Indians near a town in the south of 
the island” (Barlow, Swettenham 646). Barlow also found an elderly informant in the town of Dollar 
in Scotland, where Swettenham had received his early education, who remarked, “Oh yes, I 
remember Frank Swettenham: he often used to come back to the village in the thirties: always 
creeping round the graveyards, he was” (686).
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English writers so often display when they talk about things that delight them, without any great 

striving after effect” (Review of Frank Swettenham’s Unaddressed Letters in The Singapore Free Press 

and Mercantile Advertiser, 1908). The volume was translated by Maud de Tunzelmann12 and appears 

to be the only translation made during his life of one of Swettenham’s literary works into another 

language (although British Malaya was translated into Japanese during the occupation of Malaya, see 

note 14 on page 57).

The Saturday Review saw in Unaddressed Letters an emulation of Montaigne, although the 

reviewer astutely observes that Swettenham revealed much less of himself than Montaigne did in his

essais. Referring to earlier comparisons of Swettenham with Kipling (see page 53), to which 

Swettenham had objected, the reviewer remarks that “It is not wise of Sir Frank Swettenham to 

challenge this comparison, since his talent seems a frail, and an unaccomplished one, put side by side

with Mr. Kipling’s.” A more suitable comparison, in the reviewer’s opinion, is to “one who flourished

in pre-Kipling days, Pierre Loti” (Review of Frank Swettenham’s Unaddressed Letters in The Saturday 

Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art, 1898). Quite a few of the reviewers criticized 

Swettenham on grammatical grounds—“the phrasing tends… to redundancy, and the grammar is 

freakish”—but also took this as a sign of sincerity: “we cordially welcome the book. It is a generous 

self-revelation of uncommon candor, in a form sufficiently unfamiliar to preserve the charm of 

novelty” (Review of Frank Swettenham’s Unaddressed Letters in The Academy, 1898). The Athenaeum 

12. Maud Agatha de Tunzelmann (née Bateman), an Englishwoman who lived in Singapore, may 
have had a romantic connection with Swettenham: an entry for her on a genealogy website notes 
“Scandal: friendship with Sir Frank Swettenham” (“Maud Agatha Bateman”).
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was ready to entertain the possibility that the letters were indeed written by a deceased friend, and 

praised the book for its evocation of romantic love: “The writer has a deep, undying affection for 

some woman, to whom most of the letters are addressed, which is so deep he dares not be too serious

about it. He takes a pleasure in half jesting with himself and his correspondent, and yet through the 

laughter of the would-be cynic can be guessed, if not seen, the self-repression of the strong man 

doomed to be for ever separated physically, and in some ways psychically, from his beloved. Some of 

the passages of this sort remind one of Heine in his most charming and intimate moods.” (Review of

Frank Swettenham’s Unaddressed Letters in The Athenaeum, 1898)

A third volume followed, again published by John Lane at the Bodley Head: The Real Malay 

(1899) with a yellow jacket cover uniform with the first two. The floral theme of the cover of 

Unaddressed Letters was continued; the flower on this jacket cover may be a rose. Swettenham no 

longer announced himself as an Officier d’Academie on the cover of this volume, this honor having 

been superseded by the award of the KCMG in 1897 during Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee 

Celebrations; he was now simply “Sir Frank Swettenham.” This volume met with a generally 

favorable reception from the critics. The Morning Post hailed Swettenham as “an accomplished writer 

of varied experience, with a fine eye for the picturesque, a pretty humor, and robust powers of 

expression.” The book was praised for the case it made for the British Empire: “not only are the 

Malays prosperous, but they live free and happy under British control… [the book] is but one of the 

many proofs that to extend British influence is to promote the happiness of mankind” (Review of 

Frank Swettenham’s The Real Malay in The Morning Post, 1899). The Guardian was similarly 

persuaded: “It is certainly creditable to our race that the results of this system should have been so 
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successful as they seem to us, and apparently to the Malays themselves” (Review of Frank 

Swettenham’s The Real Malay in The Guardian, 1900). The Saturday Review took a harsher tone than 

it had in its previous reviews of Swettenham’s writing: “Other hands than Sir Frank Swettenham’s 

have been busy lately painting in cunning pictures of this same Malayland… we have come close to 

the people through Louis Becke’s traders, through Mr. Thomson’s incomparable Lady Asenath,13 

through Mr. Clifford’s passionate soft-voiced native women and through all of their many moods we 

have felt the charm. It needed Sir Frank Swettenham’s pages and pages of trivialities to teach us that 

Malayland like other things may become a bore.” (Review of Frank Swettenham’s The Real Malay in 

The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art, 1900)

After his retirement, Swettenham published the first edition of British Malaya: An Account of 

the Origin and Progress of British influence in Malaya (1906).14 His next literary publication came in 1912

in the form of Also and Perhaps, which, like Unaddressed Letters, mixed light philosophical reflections 

on subjects such as the nature of romantic love with recollections of travel and tales of Malay life. 

Still published with John Lane at the Bodley Head, the bright yellow jacket covers of the earlier 

works gave way to a somber green cover with the Taoist symbols of the bāgùa ⼋卦 representing the 

eight elements surrounding a yin-yang symbol at the center. In war-time, the yellow covers of the 

13. Sir Basil Home Thomson had been a colonial administrator in Fiji and Tonga—not Malaya, as 
the reviewer supposed—and wrote several novels set in the South Seas.

14. Intended to be the definitive account of its subject, Swettenham continued to revise and update 
this work until the time of his death. A revised edition was published by John Lane in 1929. After 
Swettenham’s death, his latest revisions were published by Allen & Unwin in 1949. Interestingly, a 
Japanese translation was published in 1943 when Malaya was under Japanese occupation.
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earlier volumes may have seemed frivolous and perhaps somewhat dated. The critical reaction was 

only lukewarm: The Guardian described it as “a collection of random papers of varied merit.” 

(Review of Frank Swettenham’s Also and Perhaps in The Guardian, 1912) The Athenaeum was more 

enthusiastic but pointed out that “for the grim and fantastic the author has a decided talent” (Review

of Frank Swettenham’s Also and Perhaps in The Athenaeum, 1912). The English Review commented that

although the author was “not a ‘literary gent,’ he writes interestingly… the note of detachment is 

softened by an urbanity of observation which puts the reader at ease, so that he finds himself almost 

listening, as it were, to an admirable raconteur talking quietly about life” (Harrison, Review of Frank

Swettenham’s Also and Perhaps in The English Review, 1912). In 1925, Swettenham published Arabella 

in Africa (1925), a short volume of travel writing which is chiefly noteworthy for having been 

illustrated by Rex Whistler. Finally, at the age of ninety-one, Swettenham published his memoir 

Footprints in Malaya (1941), a highly readable but extremely selective account of his life.
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1. Malay Sketches and The Real Malay

…if you live in the East for years… you will find that between one Eastern and another 
there is a much greater similarity than there is between two Westerns, even though they may 
be the same nationality. There are good and bad, energetic and lazy, but you will hardly ever 
meet those complex products of Western civilization whose characters are subordinated to 
the state of their nerves, and those to the season of the year, the surroundings of the 
moment, politics, the money market, and a thousand things of which the Eastern is blissfully 
unconscious. (Swettenham, The Real Malay 266)

An important feature of colonial discourse is its dependence on the concept of “fixity” in the 
ideological construction of otherness. Fixity as the sign of cultural/historical/racial difference 
in the discourse of colonialism is a paradoxical mode of representation; it connotes rigidity 
and an unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy and daemonic repetition.
(Bhabha, Location of Culture 66)

The common thread linking Swettenham’s early publications is the figure of “the real 

Malay”: it was the title of the chapter in his booklet About Perak (1893) that he later repurposed as 

the opening section of Malay Sketches (1895) (see note 8 on page 52), while Swettenham’s third book 

was simply entitled The Real Malay (1899). The phrase is more or less interchangeable in 

Swettenham’s writings with the figure of the “unregenerate” Malay, i.e., the Malay who has yet to be 

reformed by the civilizing influence of British indirect rule. A paradox that runs through all of 

Swettenham’s writings on the Malays is that at the same time as he paints a picture of pre-colonial 

Malay society as violent, oppressive, and superstitious, he celebrates the “real Malay” and prefers 

him to his counterpart who has begun the process of transformation into a culturally hybrid being 

under the British influence. There is an obvious parallel between Swettenham’s position as an expert 

observer of a changing traditional society and that of the anthropologist whose arrival among a 

“primitive” group is itself a harbinger of the impending end of the traditional society he has come to 

study. In the spirit of salvage ethnography, he positions himself as documenting “the vanishing 
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primitive” (Clifford & Marcus, Writing Culture 112), who is in danger of disappearing from the earth 

due to the processes of cultural change or by extermination; Swettenham notes that prior to British 

intervention on the Malay peninsula, the state of anarchy was such that “the Malay population was 

dwindling at a rate to ensure the early extinction of the race” (Swettenham, The Real Malay 259). As 

Patrick Brantlinger shows in Dark Vanishings  (2003), nineteenth-century British and American 

literature often reflects the tendency on the part of Europeans and Americans to perceive members 

of traditional and indigenous societies as necessarily doomed to extinction (a perception that in some

cases precipitated the actual extermination of such groups). To invoke the concept developed by 

Johannes Fabian in Time and the Other , Swettenham’s perspective on the Malay is allochronistic, as 

while the “real Malay” is a figure inextricably tied to a rapidly fading heroic past, the perspective of 

Swettenham as an observer is rooted in the modern present. The fixity that Bhabha cites as an 

essential element in colonial discourse is present in Swettenham’s quasi-ethnographic portrait of the 

Malay:

The real Malay is a short, thick-set, well-built man, with straight black hair, a dark brown 
complexion, thick nose and lips, and bright intelligent eyes. His disposition is generally 
kindly, his manners are polite and easy… He is a Muhammadan and a fatalist, but he is also 
very superstitious… Above all things, he is conservative to a degree, is proud and fond of his
country and his people, venerates his ancient customs and traditions, fears his Rajas, and has 
a proper respect for constituted authority—while he looks askance on all innovations, and 
will resist their sudden introduction… At the same time he is a good imitative learner, and, 
when he has energy and ambition enough for the task, makes a good mechanic. He is, 
however, lazy to a degree, is without method or order of any kind, knows no regularity even 
in the hours of his meals, and considers time as of no importance… A Malay is intolerant of 
insult or slight; it is something that to him should be wiped out in blood. He will brood over 
a real or fancied stain on his honor until he is possessed by the desire for revenge… 
(Swettenham, Malay Sketches 2-4)
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Swettenham moves between narrative and non-narrative modes in the essays in the two 

collections. The non-fictional elements, such as the quasi-ethnographic essay on “the real Malay” 

that opens Malay Sketches, or the meditation on the geopolitical situation in Asia at the beginning of 

The Real Malay (“A New Method”), serve to situate the narrative elements within a framework of 

expert discourse. The stories of the two Malay culturally bound syndromes which fascinated 

Swettenham—amok, as in “running amok,” and latah, a lesser-known imitative trance-like state—are 

presented as clinical reports. The narrative sections of the two collections are themselves quite 

varied, ranging from personal recollections of the events in Perak in the 1870s to “tall tales” of life 

among the Malays.

To turn first to Swettenham’s stories of amok and latah, it is significant that they are framed 

with an account of his experience as an observer at a demonstration of the latest discoveries in 

psychiatry at the Hospital de la Charité in Paris. This has the effect of implying a parallel between 

the inmates in the institution—which, as Foucault notes, was as much a site of punishment and 

correction as a facility for medical treatment—and the colonized population; both are placed under a 

rational, scientific, Western gaze. He writes,

In the spring of 1892 I was privileged, by the kindness of a friend and the courtesy of Dr. 
Luys,15 to visit the Hospital de la Charité16 in Paris, where I witnessed some very remarkable 
and interesting experiments in suggestion. There were patients undergoing successful 

15. The friend is most likely J. Errington de la Croix (see note 9 on page 52), and the doctor is Jules 
Bernard Luys, who after working under Jean-Martin Charcot at La Salpêtrière became the chief 
physician at the Hôpital de la Charité in 1886, where he pursued controversial research on hypnosis 
and hysteria.

16. The Hôpital de la Charité has its origins in the Church’s wish to control institutions similar to the 
hôpitaux généraux, from which it was excluded, during the classical age, see Foucault, Madness and 
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treatment for nervous disorders where the disease was in process of gradual relief by passing 
from the afflicted person to a medium without injury to the latter; there was the strange 
power of hypnotizing, influencing and awakening certain sujets whose nervous organizations 
seemed to be specially susceptible, and there was the astonishing influence of the magnet 
over those sujets when already hypnotized…

I was deeply interested in these “manifestations,” both for their own strangeness and because 
I had in the Malay Peninsula seen equally extraordinary proceedings of a somewhat similar 
kind. (Swettenham, Malay Sketches 64-65)

Swettenham’s tale of latah revolves around two members of the twenty-five man strong 

Malay police force that accompanied him from Singapore to restore order in Selangor in 1874 

following “an unusually hideous piracy, personally conducted by one of the Sultan’s own sons” (66), 

followed by the execution of those thought to be responsible.17 Among the force were two men 

named Kâsim, both of whom were from Ambon in the Spice Islands; they were referred to as Kâsim 

Major and Kâsim Minor. Swettenham recounted how on returning one day, he found the other 

police engaged in teasing Kâsim Minor, whom they had ordered to climb a tree while he was in a 

state of latah and then told that a piece of rattan tied around the base of the tree was a snake, leaving 

him trapped up the tree for some hours. Having learned that Kâsim Minor was latah, Swettenham 

made him his orderly so that he could observe him more carefully. He noticed that both Kâsim 

Minor and Kâsim Major would obey others unquestioningly after having been startled, even to the 

extent that if told “Kâsim, go and hit that man,” they would do so and later disclaim responsibility by

Civilization ch. 2.

17. Swettenham returns to this incident later in a story in The Real Malay, “A Silver-Point,” in which 
he states that the men who were executed were innocent. According to Barlow, Swettenham became 
aware that there had been a miscarriage of justice but kept silent for several decades to avoid 
embarrassing his superiors (75).
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saying “It was not I who hit you, but that man who ordered me” (Swettenham, Malay Sketches 75). 

He observed that the men would follow suggestions that would result in inflicting pain on 

themselves, even to the point of jumping into a crocodile-infested stream, or would result in 

embarrassment, such as the behavior of the two Kâsims on being told that a roll of matting was their 

wife. Swettenham supposed that latah “is a nervous disease affecting the brain but not the body” and

remarked that he had “never met a medical man who has interested himself in the matter, and… 

cannot say whether the disease, if it be one, is curable” (82).

In spite of the generally agreed “culture-bound,” i.e., specifically Malay, nature of the 

phenomenon, close analogues are to be found elsewhere in the world (Swettenham mentions at the 

end of his sketch having “somewhere read that individuals similarly affected are found amongst the 

Canadian lumber-men,” better known as the Jumping Frenchmen of Maine). Moreover, there 

appeared to be a connection between the first accounts of latah and the rise of European colonialism 

in Southeast Asia: an early account—which is not conclusively of the same phenomenon—dates from

the 1840s, but by the 1870s it is generally assumed to be a condition that has always been to some 

degree endemic among Malay populations. Moreover, the incidence of latah individuals was found to

be greater among populations with significant contact with Europeans, and among those particularly 

among people in subaltern roles. Some investigations into latah suggest that the element of 

performance associated with deep latah—in which the affected individual enters a dissociative state 

in response to being startled and involuntarily imitates external stimuli—offers socially marginalized 

individuals an opportunity to gain in status by temporarily becoming the center of attention at 
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public gatherings such as weddings (see Winzeler, “The Study of Malayan Latah”).

There is a special significance in a colonial administrator’s highlighting of a psychological 

disorder involving mimicry in a colonized population. As Bhabha argues, there is a deep ambivalence

in colonial discourse regarding the question of whether it is desirable to create a class of “mimic 

men,” such as Macaulay imagined in his Minute on Indian Education; for all that colonization often 

involves the desire to re-shape the colonized other in the image of the self, there can be an 

unsettling, menacing quality in the performance of the metropolitan culture by the colonized 

“native” (see Bhabha, Location of Culture ch. 4). Swettenham took Macaulay’s Minute as a cautionary 

tale, and warned against “giving Malays the sort of higher education that is offered by the 

Government of India to its native subjects,” as to do so would result in the creation of a class of 

people in Malaya who—to use Bhabha’s phrase—would be “almost the same but not white.” 

Swettenham was fiercely opposed to proposals to raise the level of education among the general 

population of Malays—then largely restricted to Koranic schools—and particularly to attempts to 

introduce the teaching of English; he went so far as to veto a scholarship for Malays proposed for 

Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897 and re-directed the funds to construct a mosque instead 

(Barlow, Swettenham 378). Swettenham continued to oppose education for Malays that would include

“the study of classics, science, and that higher education which seems to denationalize the Eastern 

and render him unfit for the work lying to hand, while it never really qualifies him to succeed in 

careers which he comes to believe are the inheritance of those who have learned to write, or even 

pronounce, the longest English words, without any appreciation of their meaning” (Swettenham, The

Real Malay 26). As mentioned above, Swettenham believed that the Malay “is a good imitative 
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learner” (Swettenham, Malay Sketches 3) and, as he commented during a talk at the Royal Colonial 

Institute in London,

A native of the East is curiously prone to imitate the Western, but his imitation is nearly 
always only partial — hardly ever goes to the root of things, and fails by the omission of 
some important particular. He clothes himself in items of the European dress, he learns 
scraps of the language, essays British sports, without sufficient energy or determination to 
thoroughly succeed… (Kratoska, Honourable Intentions 187)

Most discussions of latah at some point mused on the question of whether there was some 

connection between this phenomenon and the other “culture-specific syndrome” peculiar to the 

Malays, amok. One writer on the topic wondered whether an “intensified nervous sensibility” was at 

the root of both phenomena, adding that “No man, pace all Irishmen, is more touchy than a Malay” 

(O’Brien, “Latah” 145).18 Swettenham expanded on this point in his chapter on “The Real Malay”:

18. These comments were prefaced by the observation that the Malay was generally recognized as 
“The Irishman of the East.” This was a common comparison: Major M. A. Cameron remarked after 
a talk at the Royal Colonial Institute in 1902, “Of course the Malays are recognized as hopeless. A 
distinguished Irish friend of mine used to say of the Malay that he is the Irishman of the East, 
adding that he was the only gentleman in it” (Kratoska, Honourable Intentions 284-85). However, it 
was by no means uniquely used regarding the Malays: an English traveler in Burma in 1878 wrote, 
“if the Burman has the faults of a careless, happy-go-lucky race, he has the virtues also. He has been 
called the Irishman of the East… While the native of India is utterly incapable of humor, the 
Burman is like the veriest schoolboy in his lightheartedness and love of practical joking.  While the 
Hindu puts his pence out to usury, money burns in the pocket of the Burman, who will also laugh 
with careless indifference at pain or annoyance under which the Hindu will whine helplessly.  This 
mixture of humor and gaiety, carelessness and extravagance, has won for him not unjustly the title of
the Irishman of the East.  Like the Irishman, loving nothing better than a ‘row,’ he is as easily duped 
and as easily led” (Hordern, “Among the Burmese” 358). Examples are found even further afield: G. 
Wyman Bury wrote that the Somali “is a cheery, irresponsible soul and has been called the Irishman 
of the East. Missionaries rather like him, because he is very teachable up to a certain point, fond of 
learning new tricks if not too difficult, and without that habit of logical and consecutive thought 
which makes the real Arab so difficult to tackle in argument” (Bury, Pan-Islam 177).
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A Malay is intolerant of insult or slight; it is something that to him should be wiped out in 
blood. He will brood over a real or fancied stain on his honor until he is possessed by the 
desire for revenge. If he cannot wreak it on the offender, he will strike out at the first human 
being that comes in his way, male or female, old or young. It is this state of blind fury, this 
vision of blood, that produces the âmok. (Swettenham, Malay Sketches 3-4)

Swettenham’s chapter on “Âmok” gives an account of an incident that took place in Perak in 

1891, when a local Imam “of over forty years of age, of good repute with his neighbors… [a] quiet, 

elderly man of devotional habits,” without any apparent provocation, took up a spear and a knife and 

murdered several villagers, including members of his extended family, before being injured himself 

in a struggle and eventually succumbing to his injuries. The account hints at the idea that amok, like 

latah, may involve entering a dissociative state:

The Imam now walked down the river bank, where he was met by a friend named Uda 
Majid, rash enough to think his unarmed influence would prevail over the other’s madness.

He greeted the Imam respectfully, and said, “You recognize me, don’t let there be any 
trouble.”

The Imam replied, “Yes, I know you, but my spear does not,” and immediately stabbed him 
twice. (40)

Swettenham concludes his account of the incident, which reads more like a police report than

anything else, with the information that when a post-mortem was performed on the Imam, it was 

discovered that “the internal organs were healthy except that the membranes of the right side of the 

brain were more adherent than usual” (43), suggesting that there may be a neurological basis for the 

phenomenon. As Bhabha argues, the “objective of colonial discourse is to construe the colonized as a 

population of degenerate types on the basis of racial origin, in order to justify conquest and to 

establish systems of administration and instruction” (Bhabha, Location of Culture 70), and this is 

undoubtedly the case in Swettenham’s curious strategy of highlighting these two anomalous 
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psychological states among the Malays.

If Swettenham’s stories of latah and amok are an illustration of what Bhabha calls “the 

disabled native” (138), many of his other stories show a morbid fascination with the supposedly 

pathologically violent nature of the “unregenerate” Malay living under the evils of “native rule.” This

stories often culminate in the dismemberment and disintegration of the Malay body; the repetition 

of such episodes suggests that some deeper impulse is at work than to illustrate the commonplace 

sentiment that “life is cheap in the Orient.”19 Swettenham’s excessive fascination with the gruesome 

can be seen in stories such as “A Nocturne,” the tale of how Dris, a night-time wanderer, accidentally 

has his hand chopped off and becomes the victim of well-meaning but ineffective efforts on the part 

of the villages of Province Wellesley to reattach it:

The hand was picked up, and showed that it had been severed at the wrist, now covered with 
blood and sand. A voice said, “Wipe it well;” and the thing was duly wiped with a strip of rag
torn off an old sarong. The next and most natural operation, in the minds of the bystanders, 
was to carry the hand back to its owner and replace it, as nearly as possible, in the position it 
originally occupied. The skin looked rather pallid and the fingers somewhat limp, but to refix
the hand on the bleeding stump seemed the simplest bit of surgery imaginable. At any rate, 
when tied securely on, it would help to staunch the bleeding, which was now but partially 
held in check by a tight ligature of rag above the wound, and the pressure of several fingers 
and thumbs on the injured man's arm, in places where the most officious thought there were 
likely to be arteries. (Swettenham, The Real Malay 129)

A grotesque scene unfolds when the unfortunate Dris is eventually brought to a hospital for 

medical attention. The surgeon at first assumes that the villagers must have been exaggerating when 

19. The phrase was made famous—or infamous—by General William Westmoreland during the 
Vietnam War, but the idea that “the Oriental doesn’t put the same high price on life as the 
Westerner” was also generally assumed to be true by the British in Malaya one hundred years earlier.
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they said that his hand had been cut off, as it still appears to be properly attached. Unsurprisingly, 

when the surgeon attempts to clean the wound, the makeshift nature of the reattachment becomes 

evident, with the severed hand coming “quietly but completely away from the arm, to the great 

astonishment of the surgeon” (137). There is nothing more that can be done for the unfortunate Dris 

at this point, who dies shortly afterward. Death, violent or otherwise, is the common thread linking 

many of Swettenham’s tales of life in Malaya: in “A Storm Effect,” the shrouded body of a Chinese 

laborer who is being carried to his grave by a group of his peers is beaten with shovels to ensure that 

he is really dead when the corpse unexpectedly shows signs of life (this is one of the few stories by 

Swettenham to touch on the Chinese community in Malaya); “A Study in Shadows” deals with a 

blow in the dark that leaves a raja’s courtier fatally wounded; “A Line Engraving” recounts the 

extrajudicial killing of a suspected pirate by a group of Malays during the Perak War, etc. 

Swettenham himself at one point acknowledges the one-sidedness of his portrait of Malay life with 

the comment that “I trust no reader will suppose that, because I have sketched the Malay in some of 

his darker moods, it would be fair to imagine that he is always, or even commonly, killing or trying 

to kill” (258). Most of Swettenham’s short stories carry the implicit message that the “unregenerate 

Malay” needed the civilizing influence of the British in order to save him from himself. A small 

number of his sketches, however, directly address the events of the 1870s and attempt to make the 

case in explicit terms for the beneficial effect of the introduction of the Residential system on the 

Malay states. Unsurprisingly, Swettenham argues that “the greatest achievement of British influence 

in Malaya is the enormous improvement in the condition of the Malays themselves… they are freer, 

healthier, wealthier, more independent, more enlightened—happier by far than in the days of Malay 
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rule” (48). However, in places Swettenham is surprisingly frank in admitting that the Malay “deeply 

resented our first coming, and has lived to change his mind” (37), or in admitting that the “advice” of

the British advisors in the Malay states should more accurately be referred to as “control” (40).

In Swettenham’s stories of life on the Malay peninsula in the 1890s, the expatriate 

European—who would become the central figure in Maugham’s short stories set in the same part of 

the world some forty years later—usually only appears incidentally. An exception is the short story 

“A Mezzotint,” the story of Edward Cathcart, a young colonial official of good background—“the boy

had been educated at a great public school, where he distinguished himself as much by his 

intellectual gifts as by his pre-eminence in all athletic sports” (273)—who on being stationed in a 

remote part of the Malay peninsula, strikes up a friendship with a young and beautiful woman of 

mixed Malay and Arab background living in the vicinity: “The girl… was quite unusually attractive. 

Tall, slight, and graceful, very fair in complexion, with the Arab cast of feature—the high forehead, 

straight nose, marvelous eyes, eyebrows, and lashes… and a carriage which suggested pride of 

station.” The young woman, Unku Sherifa, is possessed of intellectual gifts and refined tastes that 

supposedly alienate her from her peers and cause her to seek the company of various English officials

stationed near her: “Wide as was the difference in appearance between the girl and her family, far 

greater was the intellectual gulf which divided them… it no doubt bred in the girl a certain 

contempt for her own people, and for the Malay neighbors who were even less intelligent, while it 

drew her towards those of another race and a higher education” (276). The attraction is mutual: the 

British officials are naturally drawn to her family: “the chief and his family were so immeasurably 

superior in intelligence, in birth, and in what may be called education, to the other Malays of the 

69



place, that the only two white men in the country were drawn to their society, not only by official 

relations, but by inclination, by their own isolation, and by what seemed to them, in those early days,

the uninteresting character of their other neighbors” (279). Cathcart, who is close in age to Unku 

Sherifa, predictably develops feelings her and, finding himself alone with her one evening makes a 

declaration of love. However, Cathcart’s overtures are rebuffed, seemingly because Unku Sherifa 

believes that it would be impossible for her to enter into a relationship with him as equals of the type

that might lead to marriage. Having embarrassed himself, Cathcart jumps at the opportunity to leave

the scene of his shame and relocate to Singapore. Some years later, Cathcart, now happily married in

Singapore, is dispatched by chance to the village where his failed romance unfolded; on arriving, he 

discovers that Unku Sherifa is to be married to a young man who is no match for her: “In appearance

he was insignificant, in intelligence rather below the common standard of youths of his class, and 

having lived almost entirely in the interior, he was gauche and mannerless—what Malays slightingly 

term ‘a jungle wallah’” (283). Unku Sherifa throws herself upon Cathcart’s mercy, begging him to 

bring her to Singapore as his mistress, but his sense of honor will not allow him to do so. She is 

married in due course, but the marriage predictably proves a disaster, following which only death 

awaits: “Unku Sherifa, the chief ’s daughter, fell on evil days, drank of the dregs from the cup of life, 

and, after two or three years’ wandering with her poor old mother, the girl died and was buried in a 

foreign land, far from her own people” (288). A parallel fate overtakes Cathcart: “He became 

reckless, almost to the point of loss of principle, alienated his friends, fell into difficulties, and 

incurred some measure of disgrace. He left this country, and died thousands of miles away, on the 

borders of yet another of the many outposts of the world-embracing British Empire” (289).
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Swettenham supplies the moral to his own story: “Truly it is a dangerous thing for white 

people to take up attractive native children, and, while spoiling them for the life of their race and 

inheritance, set their faces toward a road which their unaccustomed feet can only tread with pain and

misery, while the bourne, more likely than not, will be disaster” (288-89). This is a lesson similar to 

that which Hugh Clifford would later ask the reader of his Saleh: A Prince of Malaya to draw (see pp. 

94-107), i.e., that schemes to raise the level of education of the general population of Malays were 

foolhardy, as they would unfit them for what was assumed to be their “station in life,” i.e., 

agricultural work or other forms of unskilled labor, and give them unrealistic expectations of their 

possibilities in life that were bound to be disappointed. The story concludes with the allegorical 

figure of the cicada (clearly representing Unka Sherifa, or the Malays in general), which is drawn to 

the flame (Cathcart, or the new British way of doing things): “a beautiful green cicada, with great 

eyes and long transparent wings, flew into the room and dashed straight at a lamp. In spite of several

severe burns, and all my efforts to save her, she has accomplished her own destruction, and now lies 

dead and stark; the victim of a new light which excited her curiosity and admiration, but the 

consuming power of which she did not understand. She would have been wiser to remain in the cool,

moonlit jungle, where, at least, she was home with those of her own kind; but the creatures of the 

forest have not yet learned the danger of giving way to natural instincts” (289).20

20. It should be noted in passing that in Malaya, as elsewhere in the British Empire, “natural 
instincts” were felt and often acted upon by the English themselves; Swettenham himself had several
significant relationships with Malay women throughout his career.Although not officially condoned, 
concubinage between British officers in Malaya and local women in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century was relatively common (see Butcher, The British in Malaya).
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Chapter 2. Sir Hugh Clifford

Hugh Clifford’s lifelong involvement in Malay affairs began in the same manner as that of 

his older colleague, Frank Swettenham, when he arrived in Singapore to take up a cadetship in 

September 1883 at the age of seventeen.1 While Swettenham had joined the Straits Settlements Civil

Service, the position that Clifford took up was in the newly created Uncovenanted Civil Service of 

the Protected Malay States.2 Whereas Swettenham had entered the civil service on the strength of 

his performance in a competitive examination, Clifford came by his position in the traditional 

manner: nomination by a family friend.3 Hugh Clifford’s father, Sir Henry Hugh Clifford,4 was a 

1. Harry A. Gailey’s biography, Clifford: Imperial Proconsul (1982), remains the standard account of 
Clifford’s life. Gailey, who was primarily a historian of colonial Africa, was drawn to the idea of 
writing a biography of Clifford on account of his later career as governor of the Gold Coast and 
Nigeria. There are unfortunately weaknesses in his handling of Clifford’s early career in Malaya: as 
A. J. Stockwell notes, “In the section on Malaya, he has not always used the most authoritative 
secondary sources and, apart from the Clifford papers, has not consulted the appropriate archives. 
Errors abound… he gets into a nearly complete muddle over Clifford’s nearly fatal illness, absurdly 
attributing the alleged poisoning to Sultan Idris’s party whom Clifford was ferrying round London 
at the time of Edward VII’s coronation.” (Review of Harry A. Gailey’s Clifford: Imperial Proconsul in 
African Affairs, 1984 263) Gailey devotes a chapter to Clifford’s literary works that is unfortunately 
marred by inaccuracies: “references to Clifford’s publications in the text and in the list on pp. 
199-200 need extensive corrections” (264).

2. As was the case in India under East India Company rule, the civil service was divided into upper 
(Covenanted) and lower (Uncovenanted) divisions. However, while in India the lower branch of the 
civil service was open to people born in the country, including Indians and Eurasians, in Malaya 
positions in both branches of the colonial administration were reserved for those of European 
background on both sides of their family. A parallel civil service open to Malays—the Malay 
Administrative Service—was eventually created in 1910 but was arguably a way of sidelining 
educated Malays from the governing of their country than including them in it (see Allen, “Malayan 
Civil Service” 176-77). The Protected Malay States were at this point Perak, Selangor, and Sungei 
Ujong (part of Negeri Sembilan).

3. The shift from recruitment by nomination to competitive examination was a significant and 
controversial one, as discussed later in this study (see pp. 144-150).

4. Major General Sir Henry Hugh Clifford had a distinguished career in the British Army, serving 



first cousin of Sir Frederick Weld, who was at that time the Governor of the Straits Settlements and 

had the power to nominate twelve new cadets. On learning of the death of Henry Clifford, Frederick

Weld wrote to his widow to ask if any of her sons were old enough to join the civil service; although 

Hugh Clifford had already passed the examinations required to enter Sandhurst, his thoughts of 

following his father into the army were put aside, and he was dispatched to Malaya. Clifford’s family

background was considerably more distinguished than that of Swettenham,5 although like him he 

needed to make his way in the world financially (a university education was out of the question for 

both men). Like Swettenham, Clifford was a gifted linguist and also quickly reached the level of 

proficiency in Malay required of an interpreter, passing his qualifying examination in May 1885, less 

than two years after his arrival. On qualifying, he was assigned to Perak where he served under Sir 

Hugh Low,6 who was then the Resident in that state, an experience Clifford would later describe as 

during the Xhosa Wars in South Africa, the Crimean War (for which he was awarded the Victoria 
Cross) and the Second Opium War (he was part of the force that seized Canton in 1857-8).

5. The family dates back to Norman times, with the first of the English line believed to have been a 
bastard son of William the Conqueror. During the Wars of the Roses, they fought on the Lancastrian
side, with John Clifford—the “Lord Clifford” of Henry VI, part 3—playing a significant role as a 
military leader, for which he received the nickname “The Butcher of Tewkesbury.” In the sixteenth 
century, the estate at Ugbrooke Park, Chudleigh, came into the family by marriage; it was still in the 
family during Hugh Clifford’s childhood. During the Civil War, the family was Royalist and gained 
in power following the Restoration when Sir Thomas Clifford became part of the powerful group of 
ministers known as the CABAL (Clifford was the “C” in Cabal). However, Charles II’s reign marked
the beginning of the family’s retreat from the highest levels of public life: as a Catholic, Sir Thomas 
Clifford was excluded from holding public office by the Test Act of 1678 and retired to his estate at 
Ugbrooke. In the eighteenth century, several members of the family achieved prominence in politics 
and the Catholic Church.

6. Sir Hugh Low was a naturalist and explorer as well as a colonial official. Low had transferred to 
the Malay peninsula after serving as the Governor of Labuan for thirty years.
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formative:

To deal with an Asiatic people, and I speak as one who has spent sixteen years among them, 
requires a special gift, but it is a gift that may be acquired, that is to say, a young man who 
comes out to the East and sits at the feet (as I did of Hugh Low) of men who have grown old
in the knowledge of natives, in the study of Asiatics, in the following of their torturous turns 
of thoughts and customs, and in the things that offend them although they are apt to appear 
irrational, may possibly acquire the gift of managing natives. (“North Borneo Dinner,” 
Supplement to the London and China Telegraph, 1899 8)

Just as Swettenham had found himself at the center of events of historical importance early 

in his career and had distinguished himself at a young age (see page 49), Clifford was also marked 

out for greatness on the strength of the events of his early experience in Malaya. Although only 

twenty-one years old, he was dispatched on a mission to persuade the Raja Bendahara of Pahang to 

accept a British Resident at his court (the Raja Bendahara subsequently became the Sultan of 

Pahang). Nepotism may have been a factor in Sir Frederick Weld’s decision to entrust this mission to

a young and inexperienced officer (see Stockwell, “Sir Hugh Clifford’s Early Career” 92). Following 

a drawn-out period of negotiation in which Clifford stood as the sole representative of the British 

government, the Raja Bendahara finally acceded to this request, making Clifford “at a preposterously

early age… the principal instrument in adding 15,000 square miles of territory to the British 

dependencies in the Far East” (Clifford, Further Side of Silence x). As Clifford was too young to take 

up the position of Resident himself, a senior and respected official, John Pickersgill Rodger, was 

appointed the first Resident of Pahang in 1888, while Clifford was appointed Superintendent of Ulu 

Pahang (one of the smaller states in Negeri Sembilan). Clifford played a vital role in the suppression

of the armed uprising against the British presence in Pahang from 1891 to ’95 and in 1896 was finally

appointed Resident, succeeding Rodger. Clifford held this position until 1900 when he was 
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transferred to British North Borneo as Governor, where it was hoped he would apply his knowledge 

of counter-insurgency tactics to defeating one of the most formidable adversaries of the British in 

the region, Mat Salleh. Clifford succeeded in this objective: Mat Salleh was killed in fighting with 

British and Indian troops in early 1900. However, being a governor of a state run by a trading 

company—as British North Borneo was at the time—differed from service in a Crown Colony or 

Protected State in ways that Clifford found distasteful, and he resigned his position as Governor to 

return to Pahang to take up the position of Resident for the second time.

Given a choice, Clifford would probably have followed Swettenham’s example and spent the 

entirety of his career in Malaya and the Straits Settlements; however, it was not to be: during a 

period of home leave in London in 1903, Clifford was informed by his superiors at the Colonial 

Office that he would not be returning to Malaya but instead setting sail for Trinidad to take up the 

post of Colonial Secretary (i.e., the second-most powerful position in a Crown Colony, after the 

Governor). Although technically a promotion, this came as unwelcome news to Clifford, who had, 

however, no real choice in the matter: as V. S. Naipaul notes in his novel The Mimic Men, Clifford 

“regarded all his service in the Caribbean…as exile from Malaya, to which he was devoted” (Naipaul 

refers to “The Malay Cup,” the trophy that Clifford donated to the local turf club as “Sir Hugh’s 

parting gift to the island he had liked less than literature” (ch. 3)). As Trinidad was then undergoing 

a period of serious unrest (the Water Riots of 1903 had resulted in the destruction of the Red House,

the seat of government), this was a difficult assignment. From Trinidad, he was transferred to 

Ceylon, where he was also officially the Colonial Secretary but in reality served as Acting Governor 

for extended periods; in 1912 he was appointed Governor of the Gold Coast. During the First World
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War, the Gold Coast Regiment, i.e., the native African troops, played an important role in the 

occupation of the German colonies of Kamerun and Togoland and “although never in a position of 

directly commanding the troops, Clifford associated himself as closely as possible with the regiment”

(86). In 1919, he succeeded Sir Frederick Lugard to become Governor of Nigeria, a position he held 

until 1925.

Even decades after he had left Malaya, Clifford continued to identify himself primarily as a 

Malayan Civil Servant, going so far as to write to his agent in 1927 with precise instructions that his 

name should appear on book jacket covers as “Sir Hugh Clifford G.C.M.G., G.B.E., Malayan Civil 

Service” (Clifford, “Letters to J. B. Pinker” 90). He was preoccupied with the idea of returning to 

Malaya: a short story in Malayan Monochromes, “Our Trusty and Well-beloved” concerns a high 

colonial official who is a transparent proxy for Clifford himself. Sir Philip Hanbury-Erskine is 

returning to Malaya as governor following twenty-three years of increasingly senior positions in the 

British Empire throughout the globe. On his first night back, Sir Philip changes into local dress and 

wanders into the “native quarter,” where he is taken for a Malay and stumbles upon an Islamist plot 

against the British authorities that he is then able to foil, winning the respect and admiration of all. 

In carrying something resembling an obsession with Malaya and his early career there into the rest 

of his life, Clifford exemplified the tendency in some anthropologists that Johannes Fabian calls the 

“possessive past”:

Take, for example, one of the most irritating of our professional habits which I will call the 
possessive past. Those who suffer from it show the symptoms of an irrepressible urge to 
recall, refer to, cite, and recount experiences with “their natives.” Sometimes they are 
conversational bores; they often resemble former soldiers who are unable are unable to 
separate their present lives from memories of “their war.” For many anthropologists, 
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fieldwork obviously has this effect of an intensified, traumatic period which remains an 
intellectual and emotional reference point throughout their lives… To some extent, such 
psychological ingestion and appropriation (Lévi-Strauss would call it cannibalism) of the 
Other may be a normal and inevitable condition for the production of ethnographic 
knowledge, but it may verge on the pathological (as there are indeed links between 
psychopathology and an exaggerated exoticism). (Fabian, Time and the Other 93-94)

Towards the end of his career, Clifford finally returned to Asia, first as Governor of Ceylon7 

(from 1925 to ’27) and finally as Governor of the Straits Settlements (from 1927 to ’29). However, he

found his return to the Far East bitterly disappointing:

Clifford’s brief tenure as chief executive in both Ceylon and the Malay States were difficult 
periods for a new governor and very different to what he had experienced in the early part of
the twentieth century… The constitutions of both Ceylon and Malaya had, by Clifford’s 
tenure, granted a great among of power to the native peoples through their elected 
representatives… The indigenous peoples themselves had become much more advanced 
politically than had been the case when he lived and worked among them. The Malays, in 
particular, whom he knew so well and loved almost as children and who had required very 
much the sort of care, guidance, and direction that a parent might provide, had passed 
through adolescence to become cosmopolitan adults. In the process, they had lost the charms 
of their youth, become a little less lovable, and plainly more difficult to guide or influence. 
(Gailey, Clifford 182-83)

Clifford tendered his resignation as Governor of the Straits Settlements in 1929, ostensibly 

on account of his wife’s illness, and retired to England at the age of sixty-three. The truth was that 

his health had been in decline for some years: when he hosted the Prince of Wales (the future 

Edward VIII) during his visit to Nigeria, the prince was sufficiently concerned by Clifford’s 

condition to write to Leopold Amery, Secretary of State for the Colonies, to recommend that 

7. Leonard Woolf was a cadet in the Ceylon Civil Service during Clifford’s time as Governor. Woolf 
attributed his relatively rapid advancement in the civil service to having impressed Clifford during a 
visit to Ceylon of the Empress of France (Eugénie de Montijo). Clifford appears in Woolf ’s 
autobiography as a “formidable figure” (Woolf, Growing 138).
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Clifford be given time to recuperate, as his “nerves [were] all gone to pieces” (166). Clifford sought 

medical advice on return to London and was diagnosed as being “on the verge of a complete 

breakdown” and was advised that he needed to “have a long and complete rest” (184). Some accounts

suggest that by this stage of his life Clifford was suffering from the effects of undiagnosed syphilitic 

dementia;8 at any rate, Clifford rejected suggestions that he should rest and instead threw himself 

into the business of trying to carve out a second act in life in retirement by writing to various 

newspapers offering his services as an expert on colonial affairs (possibly in emulation of Frank 

Swettenham). Following a stroke in early 1930, Clifford was confined to a nursing home in 

Roehampton, where he lived alone until he passed away on 18 December 1941, “ironically coinciding 

almost precisely with the moment when Malaya was being overrun by the Japanese invaders” 

(Gailey, Clifford 185).

The later part of Clifford’s life has been subject to some misunderstanding. In particular, an 

influential article by James de Vere Allen,9 “Two Imperialists: A Study of Sir Frank Swettenham and

8. This suggestion is found in Kathryn Tidrick’s Empire and the English Character (1990), referencing 
Pat Barr’s Taming the Jungle: The Men who Made British Malaya (1977). Kathryn Tidrick comments 
that “Since we do not know at exactly what point in [Clifford’s] life these episodes of insanity 
began—it has been suggested that he may have contracted syphilis from an early liaison with a native
woman—it is not easy to be sure in any given instance whether eccentricities of thought or behavior 
should be regarded as such, or whether they reflect the presence of an undiagnosed pathology” and 
notes that “syphilitic dementia has a very varied symptomatology and may include periods of both 
mania and depression; and it can have an incubation period of up to forty years” (Tidrick, Empire 
and the English Character 88, 289).

9. Born in Kenya to Australian parents and educated at Oxford, James de Vere Allen (1936-1990) is 
mainly remembered for his work on African history, particularly the posthumously published Swahili
Origins: Swahili culture and the Shungwaya phenomenon (1993), and for his role in the establishment of 
the Lamu Museum in Kenya. Allen also made several important contributions to the study of 
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Sir Hugh Clifford” (1964), suggests that Clifford became disenchanted with British colonial rule 

over the course of his career, but “like a disillusioned Communist… cast around for any pretext not 

to make a break with his life’s work.” His final official posting as Governor of the Straits settlement 

was a chance to see what he had wrought, and he was met with “unrest, racial discrimination, and 

increasing restrictions on the liberty of the colonial peoples wherever he turned” (Allen, “Two 

Imperialists” 71). Allen argues that following his retirement, Clifford fell into a kind of ideological 

paralysis brought on by self-doubt: “It was Swettenham who continued to fill the correspondence 

columns of The Times with letters about Malaya during the 1930s. Clifford had no more to say” (73). 

The truth was more mundane: he was incapable of writing following the breakdown in his physical 

and mental health shortly after his retirement. His correspondence with his literary agent 

immediately before his breakdown shows him to be full of ideas for new publications, rather than 

despairing at his role in bringing Malaya under colonial rule. Allen’s suggestion that he became a 

repentant imperialist as the decades rolled on is hard to reconcile with Clifford’s written statements 

of his beliefs: in 1906 he would argue “that the Filipinos, in common with other brown peoples, must

be ruled by a paternal government for their own good, not led to cherish a vain hope that the power 

they would only misuse, will some day be placed in their hands” (Clifford, “America’s Problem in the

Philippines”); as late as 1921 he was still arguing that it was nonsensical to try to apply the concept of

“self-government” to the Malays (Clifford, Further Side of Silence xi).

colonial Malaya during his time as the holder of a Commonwealth Scholarship at the University of 
Kuala Lumpur in the early 1960s (see Horton, “James de Vere Allen 1936–1990”).
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Clifford started to write and publish pieces based on his experiences in Malaya in the early 

1890s. Frank Swettenham’s series of articles in The Straits Times regarding the events he had 

witnessed in Perak two decades earlier had been well-received (see page 52); Arnot Reid, the Straits 

Times’ editor, approached Clifford to see if he would be interested in writing a similar series based on

his experiences in Pahang. Clifford promptly agreed and set about writing a series of sketches that 

were published in The Straits Times and later brought out in book form in Singapore as East Coast 

Etchings (1896). Impressively for a first publication, this work was reviewed in Macmillan’s 

Magazine.10 The reviewer for Macmillan’s picked up on the contradiction in Clifford’s writings that 

would later be pointed out by J. de Vere Allen (see page 78): that he tended to idealize pre-colonial 

Malay society while also insisting on the virtue of the changes that had been brought about by the 

British administration:

Such a condition of society, with all its faults, undoubtedly also tended to produce the 
growth of the primitive virtues of industry, endurance, and personal courage; and when it 
was rudely swept away by the advent of British authority and British methods of 
administration, that disastrous result ensued which has elsewhere followed upon the hasty 
and ill-conceived emancipation of the slave. Thus the Malay on the West Coast, where 
British protection has existed for twenty years, has become sadly dull and enervated. 
(Review of Hugh Clifford’s East Coast Etchings in Macmillan’s Magazine, 1897 259)

The reviewer also noted that it was difficult to reconcile Clifford’s professed affection and 

admiration for the Malays with the contents of stories that generally reflected badly upon them: “Yet

the tales he tells are not tales of high emprise, not of great nobility of character, nor or self-sacrifice 

10. Macmillan’s Magazine had a special importance in the late Victorian literary marketplace as both a
high circulation monthly magazine (priced affordably at one shilling) and a platform for “serious” 
literature: it had been instrumental in introducing Rudyard Kipling to the British reading public, 
and attracted submissions from authors such as Walter Pater.
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and personal devotion, but stories of rapine, blood, and lust” (266). The negativity of Clifford’s 

portrait of the Malays was taken up more forcefully by The Spectator in January 1897:

…when we turn to Mr. Clifford’s sketches of Malay life—and very vivid and powerful 
sketches they are—we cannot see where there is room for injury. We cannot see that the 
Malay, as he is pictured here, possesses any virtue. He has no idea of chastity (and the 
women are as bad as the men); he is unutterably cruel; he is not brave. (Review of Hugh 
Clifford’s East Coast Etchings in The Spectator, 1897 61)

The review was sufficiently stinging to provoke Clifford into a response, which was 

published in The Spectator in April 1897:

Your reviewer expresses himself as somewhat puzzled by the views I express with regard to 
the bad influence which European civilization and contact with white men is apt to have 
upon the character of the natives of the Malay Peninsula. He finds these views to be at 
variance with the tales I have to tell of crime and cruelty and oppression in Independent 
Malay States, and he asks whether I am not myself a “European influence”…

…I believe myself to be engaged upon a work which is for the ultimate good of the Malays; 
but this does not hinder me from perceiving that contact with the stronger race does not 
tend immediately to improve the character of the people. (“The Spectator, 1897 17)

For a first book that had yet to be published in Europe, the critical attention to East Coast 

Etchings was impressive. Clifford concluded his response to The Spectator with the comment that East

Coast Etchings had been written for publication in Asia, to be read by European expatriates “who have

sufficient knowledge of the land in which we live to enable them to understand things which, though

true in themselves, may seem to be impossible contradictions to men who may not have wandered 

further East than Suez.” He noted that interested readers could look forward to a “new book, which 

is now being published in London for English readers,” which he hoped would demonstrate that “the

only salvation for the Malays lies in the increase of British influence, and in the consequent spread of

modern ideas, progress, and civilization.” This “new book” was in fact a lightly revised reprint of East
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Coast Etchings under the new title of In Court and Kampong, one of the first books to be brought out 

by the newly founded publishing house of Grant Richards in 1897 (which would publish works by 

George Bernard Shaw and A. E. Housman the following year).

For a book by a new author, In Court and Kampong was quite widely reviewed and generally 

recommended, although one reviewer noted that “Regarded from a purely literary point of view, it 

has neither the force nor the charm of Mr. Swettenham’s Malay Sketches, published a year or so ago 

by Mr. Lane” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s In Court and Kampong in The Bookman, 1897). The political 

message of the book was readily accepted by its English reviewers, with one declaring that “no one 

who has seen the horrors of native rule, and the misery to which the people living under it are often 

reduced, can fail to recognize that the only salvation for the Malay lies in the increase of British 

influence in the Peninsula” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s In Court and Kampong in London Quarterly 

Review, 1897 396), echoing Clifford’s words in his letter to The Spectator. The somewhat graphic 

descriptions of violence in the book gave several reviewers pause, causing the Bookseller’s Review to 

comment “Some of his stories are rather creepy, but that we must expect from a country which is 

only held down by the repression of a firm hand” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s In Court and Kampong 

in The Bookseller’s Review, 1897). Clifford received high praise for his descriptions of landscapes and 

evocation of sense of place; one review highlighted a passage about sailing up the coast of the Malay 

peninsula11 as a remarkable “specimen of word-painting,” while suggesting that the book’s strengths 

11. The passage in question described the pleasures of approaching the Malay peninsula from 
Singapore by small boat in appealing terms: “The wash of the waves against the boat’s side, and the 
ripple of the bow make music in your drowsy ears, and, as you glide through cluster after cluster of 
thickly-wooded islands, you lie in that delightful comatose state in which you have all the pleasure of
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as an ethnographic document of a people undergoing cultural change were as valuable as its literary 

qualities: “with the present work he at once takes a high place, both as an English prose writer and as

a trustworthy exponent of the social life of the rude Negrito aborigines and later Malay intruders in 

the Peninsula” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s In Court and Kampong in The Academy, 1897 541).

The reception of In Court and Kampong was sufficiently encouraging for Grant Richards to 

bring out a similar volume of sketches, Studies in Brown Humanity: Being Scrawls and Smudges in Sepia,

White and Yellow, the following year. Clifford’s second book was again praised for its picturesque 

qualities and ethnographic interest, but the reviewers were frank in admitting that its literary merits 

were not great: “If the reviewer hesitates to have recourse to the well-worn formula—that Mr. 

Clifford has done for the Malay what Mr. Kipling has done for the Pathan and Hindu, he hesitates 

because, among other reasons, it would be doing Mr. Clifford an exceedingly ill-service to send him 

readers eagerly expecting anything like the magic of Mr. Kipling” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s Studies

in Brown Humanity in St. James’s Gazette, 1898). The reviewer for The Guardian commented that “the 

fault of the book is its deplorably artificial style… it is when he makes his Malays speak that his style

becomes affected and one begins to suspect his sincerity… the style of the narrative reads like a 

parody of the English usually consecrated to prose translations from Homer” (Review of Hugh 

Clifford’s Studies in Brown Humanity in The Guardian, 1898). This review was followed by a letter 

from a “Tuan Hartley,” writing from Orient House, Lancaster, which followed up on the suggestion 

existence with none of the labor of living” (Clifford, In Court and Kampong 8). This passage was 
reprinted in The New York Times in a collection of excerpts from current books in June 1897 and was 
regularly reprinted in American newspapers over the following decade.
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that Clifford’s rendering into English of idiomatic Malay was affected, which provoked a testy letter 

from Clifford defending his translation and noting with regret that “gross ignorance of foreign 

tongues is a very usual attribute of Englishmen; being indeed, almost as universal as the inability to 

understand that all the world is not peopled by John Bulls… the pity is that this ignorance of so 

many things so frequently poses as knowledge in the sight of those stay-at-home people who have no

means of checking the facts at first hand” (“Studies in Brown Humanity,” The Guardian, 1898). 

Joseph Conrad was kinder in his review for the Academy, singling out several passages as having high 

literary value, but also writing that “to apply artistic standards to this book would be a fundamental 

error in appreciation.” After enumerating Clifford’s considerable achievements in his professional 

life, Conrad concluded that “one cannot expect to be, at the same time, a ruler of men and an 

irreproachable player on the flute” (Conrad, Review of Hugh Clifford’s Studies in Brown Humanity in

The Academy, 1898 442).

Clifford published his third book, Since the Beginning: A Tale of an Eastern Land, with Grant 

Richards in 1898. This novel explores a taboo relationship between a junior officer in the colonial 

civil service, Frank Austin, and a young Malay woman, Maimûnah. This novel generated little 

excitement, being reviewed only once in a piece in The Saturday Review that discussed it in the 

context of novels set in the South Pacific (a similar confusion about geography had been evident in 

some reviews of Swettenham’s works, see page 57). The failure of the novel may have been due to 

insufficient efforts by Grant Richards to publicize it; there is also the possibility that the literary 

marketplace was becoming somewhat over-saturated with sketches of Malay life and that the 

publishing schedule that put three works by Clifford before the British reading public in the space of
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two years may have been too ambitious. Moreover, Grant Richards had financial difficulties, and 

Clifford would later write that he had been “in a very minor degree, a victim of his first bankruptcy” 

(Clifford, “Letters to J. B. Pinker” 99). Clifford would publish no new material with Grant Richards

after this, although the publisher retained the rights to In Court and Kampong and Studies in Brown 

Humanity, which he exercised in the late 1920s when he reprinted both works.

Although the connection with Grant Richards ended on a sour note, the success of Clifford’s 

first literary efforts had been sufficiently encouraging for him to begin to regard himself as a 

professional writer, and in 1899 he signed on as a client of the literary agent James B. Pinker, the 

man who would become known as the “prince of agents” and represent Joseph Conrad, Somerset 

Maugham, and many of the most important literary figures of the early twentieth century, from 

Henry James to James Joyce. Clifford’s correspondence with Pinker shows that he was frequently 

irritated by his agent’s lack of attention to detail—particularly concerning matters such as ensuring 

that copies of periodicals were correctly dispatched to his frequently updated official addresses in 

Malaya—and what he saw as less than zealous efforts to publish his material. He seems to have tried 

to fire Pinker as his agent on at least two occasions, but for reasons that are not entirely clear the 

connection between them lasted to the end of Clifford’s productive years in 1929.12 Before engaging 

12. James Brand Pinker died in 1922, but his sons James and Eric continued to act as Clifford’s 
literary agents until 1929. The first occasion when Clifford fired Pinker as his agent was in 1902 
when he wrote to him to complain that “our connection has been profitable to neither of us” and to 
ask for his manuscripts to be returned (20). In 1919 he wrote again to suggest that the “agreement 
into which we entered in 1899 appears to have been so little profitable to either of us that it would be
well to conclude it” (34).
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Pinker’s services, Clifford had managed to place several short pieces in Macmillan’s Magazine, and 

this magazine—which had the distinction of being known to pay its authors reliably at a time when 

this was by no means guaranteed—continued to be where Clifford printed many of his shorter works

first, with a view to later including them in a collected volume.13 However, after signing on with 

Pinker, Clifford began to see his pieces accepted by Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, a periodical that

enjoyed considerable prestige (see page 109). As Clifford remarked in 1927:

Blackwood thirty years ago occupied a position which was more unique than it is today, 
though it is still regarded by many of us as one of the best magazines printed in the English 
language. It was, I think, the ambition of all young writers in my day to find themselves in 
Blackwood and old Mr. William Blackwood, who later became a good friend of mine, prided 
himself on trying to pick out good work by unknown authors and to “give it a show” in 
Blackwood’s. (Clifford, A Talk on Joseph Conrad and his Work 5)

Clifford’s first story in Blackwood’s, “The Death-March of Kûlop Sûmbing,” was published in 

issue 996 of the magazine in October 1898; a second contribution, “A Daughter of the 

Muhammadans” was accepted for the historic special double number of Blackwood’s brought out to 

celebrate its thousandth issue in February 1899 and published alongside the first installment of 

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Clifford’s connection with Blackwood’s would last until after the First 

World War when he was still contributing occasional pieces relating to Africa.14 Blackwood’s serialized

13. Clifford had already published the short stories “The Haunted Schooner” (July 1897), “Ramazan”
(December 1897), and “The Familiar of Megat Pendia” (March 1898) in Macmillan’s before Pinker 
became his agent. Over the following years Macmillan’s was useful to Clifford primarily as a venue to
publish non-fiction essays on various topics related to Asia: “The Flight of the Jungle-Folk” 
(September 1899), “The Fascination of the Forest” (December 1899), “The King of the Sedangs” 
(July 1901), “A Dying Kingdom” (June 1902), “The Destiny of the Philippines” (December 1902), 
“Wreckage of Empire” (October 1903), “America’s Problem in the Philippines” (November 1906).

14. The full list of Clifford’s contributions to Blackwood’s is as follows: “The Death-March of Kûlop 
Sûmbing” (October 1898), A Daughter of the Muhammadans” (February 1899), “In Chains” (August
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“Bush-Whacking,” a memoir of the Pahang War, as well as “Sally” and “Saleh: A Sequel” (later 

published as a novel under the title A Prince of Malaya);15 it was also where the best of the short 

stories that were later published in collected volumes appeared first.16

Clifford’s fourth book, In a Corner of Asia: Being Tales and Impressions of Men and Things in the 

1899), “Father Rouellot” (December 1899), “Bush-Whacking” (in three parts, January to March 
1900), “In the Heart of Kalamantan” (October 1900), “A Halt on the King’s Highway” (January 
1901), “Musings without Method” (August 1901); “The Romance of a Scots Family” (March 1902), 
“Piloting Princes” (September 1902), “The Story of José Rizal the Filipino: A Fragment of Recent 
Asiatic History” (November 1902), “The Quest of the Golden Fleece: A Romance of the Outskirts” 
(January 1903), “The Earliest Exile of St. Helena” (May 1903), “Sally: A Study” (serial, from 
November 1903), “Time and Tobago” (September 1905), “Saleh: A Sequel” (serial, from May 1908), 
“Saigon” (November 1909), “In Kambodia” (June to July 1910), “A Tight Place” (September 1912), 
“Mankind and the Jungle” (June 1913), “The Very Devil” (October 1913), “The Other Master” 
(March 1917), “The Gold Coast” (January 1918).

15. The novel was originally serialized as two separate works in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine: 
“Sally: A Study” (November 1903 to February 1904) and “Saleh: A Sequel” (May to August 1908). 
These were later republished in the United States in Littell’s Living Age. Blackwood’s published the 
first part in book form, along with seven other short stories, as Sally: A Study and Other Tales of the 
Outskirts in 1904 and published Saleh: A Sequel in 1908. A combined printing of the two parts was 
published by Harper in the United States as A Prince of Malaya (1926).

16. Clifford occasionally published in other periodicals in addition to Macmillan’s and Blackwood’s. 
Several pieces first appeared in Temple Bar: “The Legion of Strangers” (October 1902), “Albert 
Trevor” (February 1903), “A Tale of Old Labuan” (August 1903), “God’s Hand” (May 1906). Others 
were published in miscellaneous English and American literary periodicals: “A Lesson from the 
Malay States” The Atlantic Monthly (November 1899), “A Hungry Heart” Cornhill Magazine (March 
1904), “A Study in Despair”, The Anglo-Saxon Review (September 1900), “Singapore” The Argosy 
(March 1901), “Water-Buffalo v. Tiger” The Westminster Budget (January 1903), “The East and the 
West” The Monthly Review (April 1903), “Rival Systems and the Malayan People” The North 
American Review (September 1903), “The Genius of Mr. Joseph Conrad” The North American Review 
(June 1904), “The Nature of an Oath” The London Graphic, “The Further Side of Silence” The English
Review (August 1913). During his time in Africa, Clifford contributed several pieces concerning the 
Gold Coast and Nigeria to the Journal of the Royal African Society.
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Malay Peninsula (1899) was published by T. Fisher Unwin as part of his “Over-Seas Library” series, 

which had been established “to print literature from any quarter that deals with the actual life of the 

English outside England, whether of Colonial life or the life of English emigrants, travelers, traders, 

officers, over-seas, among foreign and native races, black or white.”17 T. Fisher Unwin had already 

published several important works by this point, including first novels by Joseph Conrad, Almayer’s 

Folly (1895), and Somerset Maugham, Liza of Lambeth (1897). The “Over-Seas Library” showcased 

works with an international dimension, such as Cunninghame Graham’s The Ipané, which was the 

inaugural publication (Clifford’s was the fifth in the series). In a Corner of Asia received favorable, if 

not glowing, reviews in the more serious literary periodicals. The Outlook praised Clifford for his 

“knowledge of the Malay character [which] gives us an insight into the native attitude towards the 

British Raj,” although the contradiction between Clifford’s professed deep affection for the Malays 

and the parts he gave to them in his writings was not lost on the reviewer who commented, “with all 

due deference to Mr. Clifford’s brown friends, it must be allowed that, whereas the villains are of the

soil, the heroes, with the notable exceptions of Minah and Kulop Sûmbing, who was a villain too, are

of English and Sikh origin” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s In a Corner of Asia in The Outlook, 1899). The

three installations of “Bush-Whacking” and several other stories that had already been printed in 

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine were published by Blackwood’s as Bush-Whacking and Other Sketches 

(1901).18 “Bush-Whacking” illustrated Clifford’s observation that “it is impossible to avoid making a 

17. From the jacket cover of In a Corner of Asia, signed “E. G.” (presumably Edward Garnett).

18. Decades later, the American publisher Harper brought out Bush-Whacking, and Other Asiatic Tales 
and Memories (1929), which in addition to the contents of the 1901 Bush-Whacking included additional
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little war of our own before we can hope to teach an unimaginative people the full blessings of 

peace” (Clifford, “Bush-whacking” 3).19 Clifford’s tales of counter-insurgency met with the approval 

of the reviewers: The Academy enthused, “A better book for a lad who has his way to make in the 

world, and is thinking of putting his slim shoulder to one of the great wheels of the Empire, we 

cannot imagine. It will help to make a white man of him.” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s Bush-Whacking

and Other Sketches in The Academy, 1901) The Athenaeum declared Clifford “the chief recorder of the 

principality ruled by Mr. Conrad,” although observing that he owed more to “the forceful chief of 

Anglo-Indian story-writers than to the more elusive literary wizard of the Pacific” (Review of Hugh 

Clifford’s Bush-Whacking and Other Sketches in The Athenaeum, 1901).

Clifford wrote to Pinker in July 1901 to let him know that he had been working on a new 

novel, A Free Lance of To-day, since the previous October and hoped he would be able to interest one 

of the literary periodicals in serial publication, although he expressed his doubts regarding its 

suitability for Blackwood’s: “Mr. Blackwood, I am sure, would consider it, but I doubt whether it 

would suit Maga, and in any case I prefer to leave the whole matter entirely in your hands and at 

your discretion” (Clifford, “Letters to J. B. Pinker” 10). Whether Pinker made any great efforts to 

serialize the novel is not clear, but there do not seem to have been any takers for it, and two years 

would pass before the novel was published by Methuen in 1903. The novel followed the adventures 

short stories published as late as 1912 (see Clifford, “Letters to J. B. Pinker” 104).

19. The paradox of the war that brings peace has an ancient pedigree, e.g., “we do business in order 
that we may have leisure, and carry on war so that we may have peace” (Aristotle, The Nicomachean 
Ethics 614-5, Bekker 1177b).
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of Maurice Curzon, a young Englishman who gives up his job at a bank in Singapore to become a 

gun-runner, smuggling munitions to the rebels in Aceh in northern Sumatra who were fighting 

against Dutch imperialism. Given that Clifford had spent much of his career suppressing native 

uprisings, this may appear to be a surprising choice of theme, but the logic is that Dutch imperialism

is understood to be radically different from its British cousin: “No man can endure the rule of the 

Blandas [Dutch] with an even heart” says one of the Malay characters in the novel, speaking “with 

conviction, for the Malays of the Peninsula, who have no modern practical experience to guide them,

have an inherited dislike for the Dutch, whose theory that colonies should support the mother-

country, and that to that end indolent natives should labor ceaselessly and pay heavy taxes, does not 

commend itself to an ease-loving brown population” (Clifford, Freelance of Today 5). The 

contradiction between the novel’s endorsement of an insurgency against another European imperial 

power and the conservative politics of the author does not seem to have been evident to the novel’s 

reviewers, which once again compared Clifford with Kipling and Conrad and found him wanting. As

a representative review put it:

On the whole, we think the short story a vehicle more suited to the author’s gifts than the 
form he has chosen in this book. And better than either, perhaps, would be the purely 
descriptive book, without attempt at story of any sort; for the author is not of the company 
of born story-tellers… In the same way that the author who writes of Anglo-Indian life 
challenges comparison with Mr. Kipling, so the story-writer who would interest us in the 
Malays enters at once into some sort of competition with Mr. Joseph Conrad… Mr. Conrad 
is a very scrupulous literary artist; the author of the present volume—who, we have reason to
believe, keenly appreciates Mr. Conrad’s methods—is not. So far as his work is concerned he 
would appear to have derived a good deal more from Mr. Kipling, and that not to the 
advantage of his book. (Review of Hugh Clifford’s A Free Lance of To-day in The Athenaeum, 
1903)
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When Clifford was informed in 1903 that he would not be returning to Malaya, his superiors

at the Colonial Office also let him know that they took a dim view of his writing, which they felt was

becoming a distraction from his official duties. He assured his superiors: “I intend now to lay this 

writing completely aside, but I should like you to understand that a good deal of work which has 

already been done will continue to appear from time to time for a long period to come” (Gailey, 

Clifford 41). He honored this commitment reasonably faithfully, as most of what was published under

his name over the following three decades consisted of collections of short pieces that had already 

been published in periodicals and reprints of books that had gone out of print, sometimes under new

titles. In a few cases, Clifford took the opportunity to revise pieces before they were republished; he 

also supplied new forewords for several volumes that would have given the impression that the 

stories being put before the public were of more recent vintage than was the case. Heroes of Exile 

(1906), Malayan Monochromes (1913), The Further Side of Silence (1916), In Days that are Dead (1926), A

Prince of Malaya (1926), the “new” Bush-Whacking (1929) and Prisoners of the Forest (1929) were all of 

this type.20 Clifford mentioned in a letter to his agent that they had “gutted many of my earlier 

books in order to make The Further Side of Silence and In Days that are Dead — which were both 

primarily compiled for the use of the American public” (72). Among the new pieces by Clifford were

20. The few pieces published in these collections that had not already appeared in print had 
generally been written at an earlier date. The one story in Heroes of Exile that had not already 
appeared in Blackwood’s, Macmillan’s or The Cornhill Magazine was “The Record of Somdet Phra, 
Sometime King of Siam: A Chapter of Oriental History,” an account of the life of King Mongkut of 
Thailand, which Clifford had submitted unsuccessfully to Blackwood’s in 1900 (see Clifford, “Letters 
to J. B. Pinker” 4). A Prince of Malaya repackaged the two novellas “Sally” and “Saleh: A Sequel” 
under a new title. Bush-Whacking was a reprint of the 1901 book with some additional stories (see 
note 18 on page 88). Prisoners of the Forest was A Free Lance of To-day published under a new title.
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a series of articles comparing the situation of the United States in the Philippines following the 

Spanish-American War with that of the United Kingdom in Malaya, which generated a good deal of 

interest and discussion in American newspapers and periodicals. From Malayan Monochromes 

onwards, Clifford’s works were published near-simultaneously in the United Kingdom and the 

United States (E. P. Dutton published Malayan Monochromes, while later titles were brought out by 

Doubleday and by Harper). American reviews of Clifford’s publications of this period were generally

positive; the fact that some of the stories being printed in the late 1920s had been written at the tail 

end of the Victorian era did not seem to detract from their contemporary appeal.21 However, the 

mood of the times had begun to change, and Clifford’s writing began to find itself exposed to 

critique from members of the colonized populations of the world. The Jamaican newspaper The 

Kingston Daily Gleaner regularly featured rather barbed comments on Clifford’s activities in editorials

signed by “H.G.D.,” presumably Herbert George de Lisser, a Jamaican author and intellectual of 

Afro-Jewish descent and editor of the Gleaner. On the eve of Clifford’s departure to take up the 

governorship of Ceylon, de Lisser wrote,

…in Sir Hugh the great island of Ceylon will have an administrator of first-class ability who 
understands the East… or should I say he possesses a wonderful personal and historical 

21. A review in verse in The Cincinnati Enquirer stands out: it opens with Tommy Atkins from 
Barrack-Room Ballads complaining that he was never paid by Kipling for appearing in his poems and 
continuing: “An’ now,” said Tommy Atkins, “just when Kipling leaves me be, / Up along comes Sir 
Hugh Clifford an’ of course ‘e picks on me! / ’Takes me plum away from India, where existence is a 
curse; / Ships me over into Malaya, where existence, sir, is worse. / Carves me up with Malay knives;
/ Kills me off by fours and fives; / Strings me up to dry attended by a lot o’ grinnin’ gnomes; / 
Seasons me with sweat an’ powder; then th’ publishers back ’ome / Up an’ dump me in a volume 
called Malayan Monochromes…” (Review of Hugh Clifford’s Malayan Monochromes in The Cincinnati 
Enquirer, 1913).
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knowledge of the East? I wonder if he really understands it? Understanding often implies 
some sympathy, and I cannot say that Hugh Clifford has ever shown any sympathy in his 
writings on Eastern peoples. I have read several of his books. I admire him as a novelist, as a 
writer of charming style, as a man of considerable knowledge and experience. Yet I find in 
his stories a contempt, expressed or implied for Eastern people; and I know it will go hard 
with any Governor now who shows such a contempt in the island of Ceylon. (“As I See the 
World: Random Jottings,” The Kingston Daily Gleaner, 1924)

Clifford did write several original works after he received the directive to cut back on his 

writing in 1903, but they were almost entirely non-fiction. His account of European exploration in 

Southeast Asia, Further India, was published in 1904 and hailed as a valuable contribution to the 

understanding of the history of the region. His experiences in West Africa during the First World 

War resulted in two works, German Colonies: A Plea for the Native Races (1918) and The Gold Coast 

Regiment in the East African Campaign (1920). The one major work of imaginative writing which he 

produced after 1903 was The Downfall of the Gods (1911), a romance set in Angkor Wat during the 

thirteenth century. In the late 1920s, Clifford entertained the idea that this novel could be adapted 

for a Hollywood motion picture, to be filmed on location in Cambodia with a cast of thousands. He 

also wrote to his agent to announce that he had identified a suitable leading lady in the person of 

Mrs. S. E. Hancox: “there is at present residing in Ceylon a high caste Hindu lady—a Tamil—of 

striking and remarkable beauty, who is very cultured and intelligent, speaks faultless English with a 

perfect accent and is married to a European, an ex-Ceylon Civil Service man… [who] would 

absolutely fit the bill if selected to play the part of the Woman of the Temple in the Downfall” 

(Clifford, “Letters to J. B. Pinker” 75). Clifford also had plans for several books reflecting his 

experiences in West Africa that never seem to have been completed: in 1924, he mentioned that the 

writing of Twelve Years and a Bittock in West Africa was underway (37), in 1928 he wrote “my next real
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book will be on West Africa; but God alone knows when I shall have the time to tackle it” (104), in 

1929 there was discussion of a collection of short pieces entitled African Sketches (108).

1. Saleh: A Prince of Malaya 

In writing Saleh: A Prince of Malaya, Clifford seems to have been inspired by two quite 

different stories. The first is that of Raja Alang Iskander, son of Sultan Idris of Perak,22 who came to 

London with Frank Swettenham in 1897 and was brought to Oxford by Clifford,23 who introduced 

him to the historian Arthur Lionel Smith, then a tutor at Balliol. Raja Alang Iskander spent five 

years studying at Oxford and living with the Smiths, with not entirely satisfactory, but hardly 

catastrophic, results: “Idris was ultimately displeased with his son’s performance at Oxford. His 

displeasure reached breaking point when Idris saw the absurd uniform which the boy had been made 

to wear when he accompanied his father in Edward VII’s coronation” (516). The second source was 

the story of Mat (Muhammad) Salleh, leader of an uprising against British North Borneo Company 

22. Sultan Idris was an Anglophile who visited England on several occasions, including an extended 
visit in 1902 to attend the Coronation of Edward VII. Clifford, who accompanied him, recorded that
Sultan Idris exclaimed “It is a splendid thing to think that one belongs to such an Empire—that one 
is part of it. None of my forebears stowed away in their forests enjoyed the greatness that is mine; in
that I am myself a portion of something so very great” (“Our Malay Coronation Guests,” The Review
of Reviews, 1902).

23. Frank Swettenham claimed credit for placing Raja Alang Iskander at Balliol: “At the request of 
the Sultan of Perâk I tool with me his son Alang—afterwards Sultan Iskander Shah—and placed him
at Oxford with Mr. Smith of Balliol, where he remained longer than was necessary or advisable, but 
he was anxious to stay” (Swettenham, Footprints in Malaya 109). Barlow argues that the evidence does
not support Swettenham’s claim and that the credit should go to Clifford (Barlow, Swettenham 
515-16).
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rule from the mid-1890s until his death at the hands of a military operation led by Clifford in 1900. 

Clifford saw Mat Salleh as a worthy adversary with whom a different kind of relationship could have

been possible under different circumstances. At an after-dinner speech at a meeting of the North 

Borneo Company, he described Mat Salleh as “a Malay chief—a man who has shown various 

qualities of a very high character, and he has only followed the lights that are in him—that is, the 

darkness that is in him.” On a less serious note, he quipped, “I cannot get any of my European 

friends to treat Mat Salleh with the seriousness I should wish—they all seem to mix him up with a 

person who figures at fairs—a person named Aunt Sally.24 There is a resemblance to some extent in 

that Aunt Sally and Mat Salleh share the misfortune of having various things thrown at them from a 

distance on various occasions” (“North Borneo Dinner,” Supplement to the London and China Telegraph,

1899).

The narrative of Sally is focalized around the perspective of Jack Norris, a colonial civil 

servant in Malaya, fluent Malay speaker and expert on the Malay character (and thus a rather 

obvious proxy for Clifford himself). The story opens with Norris swimming in the Thames and 

hearing the familiar sound of a Malay sôrak (war-cry) coming from one of the swimmers, who turns 

out to be Raja Muhammad Saleh of Pelesu, who is being privately educated near Winchester 

College. Norris greets the young prince in Malay and converses with him, leading to the revelation 

that Raja Saleh is no longer comfortable speaking Malay — he is already becoming “denationalized”:

24.  Aunt Sally: “a game played in some parts of Britain in which players throw sticks or balls at a 
wooden dummy” (OED).

95



Once more, from force of habit, Norris spoke in the vernacular. Using the Malay idiom like 
his own mother tongue, he had never yet met a native who did not prefer to converse with 
him in that language, or who was completely at his best when employing the white man’s 
speech… Raja Muhammad Saleh… had not heard Malay spoken for years, and he seemed 
now to shy away from it, as though it were not only unfamiliar, but also, in some sort, 
distressing to him. It was only a much later period of their intercourse that Saleh came back 
to his Malayan tongue, and found in it the only medium of expression with which to convey 
to Jack an understanding of the feelings that were in his heart. (Clifford, Sally 7-8)

Memories come flooding back to Norris’s mind of his days in the corrupt atmosphere of the 

court of Pelesu, and of the unwholesome atmosphere in which Saleh spent his childhood years. The 

scene moves to Saleh’s long journey by ship and the distress he felt at arriving in England, where 

“crowds of Europeans… stared at and jostled him in the streets, men of an alien race, of pallid 

unnatural color, with intent busy faces and hard eyes. Saleh felt much as a white child might feel 

who was suddenly set down in the midst of vast mobs of gibbering savages” (28). At home with the 

Le Mesuriers, Saleh has a difficult time adjusting to a new moral environment in which he finds 

himself expected to conduct himself according to concepts of honor, duty, right and wrong, instead 

of the more straightforward distinction between that which is fitting and that which is not fitting 

(pâtut or ta’ pâtut) which was applied to the behavior of a young prince in Malaya. He initially has 

trouble integrating into family life and is called a “horrid little savage blackamoor” by Mable, the 

daughter of the Le Mesuriers. He is called “Aunt Sally” by George, the family’s son, who “once at a 

fair had gravely introduced himself to a dilapidated cockshy, which he declared must be one of his 

near relatives,—a hideous idol of the white men at which certain savage creatures were engaged in 

throwing missiles with grotesque antics and an outrageous uproar” (36). He is shocked to discover 

that the women of the household dine with the men, in contrast to the custom of the Malay court. 
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However, over the course of a year, he “obtained his first glimpse of the kindness, the sanctity, and 

the exquisite purity of English family life” and begins to undergo a transformation: “he had caught 

the health-giving spirit of the honest English home-life in which his days were spent, and, 

chameleon-like, he lost the color absorbed from his environment in Malaya, assuming in its place the

duller, more permanent character-tints of the British youngster.” The change is so profound that “till 

very near the end of his sojourn in England, the denationalization of Raja Saleh was a completed 

fact. The Malayan shell was still there, more or less intact; a mist of nebulous memories, hovering 

somewhere in the background of his mind, told of a Malayan past; but within the led the Malayan 

soul lay dead, or slumbering, and in its stead had been born the should of a clean-minded, honest-

thinking, self-respecting Englishman, possessed of many of the virtues and not a few of the 

limitations of its kind” (39). Religion was the one aspect of Saleh’s identity which was left 

unchanged: “His simple paganism, which only by an excess of courtesy could be called 

Muhammadanism, had been scrupulously respected” (43).

The central portion of “Sally: A Study” takes place five years after’s Saleh’s arrival in 

England and concerns his experiences after leaving the protective environment of the Le Mesurier’s 

house. Harry Fairfax, a friend from Winchester, invites him to stay as a house-guest with his family 

at Richmond, where is he well-received but has the first intimations of the barrier that the color line 

represents for the English: “at the beginning of his visit Saleh felt himself to be divided from the 

Fairfaxes by an impalpable barrier… instinct told him, hinted to him, that he was regarded as a sort 

of alien, a curiosity, and this made him sore and angry, not with others, but with himself ” (46). Saleh

happens upon an Indian princess—“a daughter of the great house of Baram Singh”—while walking in
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Richmond Park, who challenges his Anglophile perspective on life by denouncing the English as 

invaders who had displaced her own family in India. Although he resists her anti-colonial message, 

Saleh finds the encounter destabilizing: “in less than half an hour his universe had been turned 

topsy-turvy before his eyes: white had been made to look like black, right like wrong… it made him 

feel as though he were being left with nothing solid for his feet to rest upon” (57-58). At home with 

the Fairfaxes, Saleh mistakes the kindness shown to him by Harry’s sister Alice for attraction and 

begins to fall in love with her. His upbringing in England has put him in a false position: whereas 

back home in Malaya “he would have loved many brown girls, after the fashion of his people, with a 

rough passion that made no demand upon his intellect… but transplanted as he had been from his 

natural environment, and forced to a development foreign to his circumstances, he loved Alice 

Fairfax with all the fire of his Malayan temperament, but also with the reverence, the purity, the 

idealism of a European lover” (65).

Saleh’s complete undoing comes at a ball to which he is invited to attend with the Fairfaxes. 

The Princess Baram Singh engineers a situation in which Saleh overhears Alice Fairfax and Major 

Dalton, the young man with whom she is actually in love, talking about him in terms that show that 

on the grounds of his race, Alice could never consider Saleh as a romantic partner. In a flash of 

anger, Saleh strikes the Princess and experiences a kind of atavistic reversion to his “primitive” 

Malayan character, “the stirring within him of the Malayan soul that had so long been lulled in 

anesthesia; a stirring made more violent by the truth so abruptly, so mercilessly revealed, that his 

transformation into a white man—a transformation he had fondly believed to be triumphantly 
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complete—was only a mockery, a sham” (81-82). He comes dangerously close to running amok:

Fiercely he longed for death, longed to be blotted out, to cease to be. His very existence had 
become to him a thing repulsive since this thorough comprehension of his inferiority had 
penetrated his understanding, and the feeling brought with it a mad fury against humanity at
large… he was possessed by a craving to hurt others, to make them feel pain, to force them 
to share in some kind the agony that preyed upon his heart. The impulse of the âmok-runner 
was gripping him, and though he barely realized what it was with which he was contending, 
he strove with it, summoning to his aid all the mastery of self which his five years spent in an
English household had instilled into him. (86)

In his moment of crisis, Saleh seeks refuge in the house of Jack Norris, the colonial official 

with whom he was reunited at the beginning of the story. Norris arrives at a diagnosis without even 

exchanging words with Saleh: “He felt the youngster’s shoulder thrilling under his touch; with the 

corner of his eye he noted the twitching features, the clenched hands, the taut muscles; and the 

memory came back to him of a night long ago in the capital of Pelesu, when he had spent some 

anxious hours at the elbow of a Malay friend, with difficulty combating the devil which impelled him

to run âmok… it seemed to him that Saleh was now the victim of a similar nervous obsession; that 

he too was on the brink… of that gulf into which from time to time a Malay, driven beyond the 

bounds of human endurance, plunges, seeking death amid the slaughter of his fellows” (91-92). 

Norris takes on the role of Saleh’s therapist: as his standing as a colonial official of long standing—

and thus supposedly an expert on Malay psychology—is well understood, he is uniquely situated to 

treat him:

…the presence of the white man who understood, who needed no word of explanation, was a 
very tower of strength. Jack’s proximity, the sense of calm force and determination exhaled 
from his, were tonics that helped the sufferer to fight the rending struggle that was going on 
within him; wherefore, gradually, Saleh relaxed the rigidity of his limbs, and his state lost 
something of its fixed intensity. (92)
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Saleh’s problem is that he finds himself on the wrong side of the color-line: he is frequently 

referred to in the novel by other characters as a “blackamoor” or “a little black boy,” much to his 

annoyance: “He was not black, he told himself,—not black like a Habshi. (He still preserved 

sufficient of his narrow Malayan prejudices to feel the deepest contempt for an Abyssinian.)” 

(66-67). He feels that he is caught in an impossible situation:

He had been born a Malay, a “nigger,” as he now bitterly called it,—and he had no choice in 
the matter, yet the accident of his birth was enough to rob him of all the joy of life… Even 
now he could not understand the why of it—why a man whose training had been that of other
English lads… should be banned for all his days because his skin was swarthy. (84)

As he stumbles away from the ill-fated ball near Richmond Park, Saleh passes ordinary 

young Englishmen and envies them the fact that “they were white, and in so much they towered 

above him in unapproachable superiority.” He reflects on the fact that now “he had learned that 

night that he was not, could never be, a white man; but he knew no less surely that only an educated 

Englishwoman could satisfy his ideals, could give him the companionship, the kind of love, for which

he hungered,” as the “crowds of empty, vapid, giggling women among whom his early years had been

spent” no longer seem like suitable companions for him (87).

Sally: A Study concludes with the Le Mesuriers, who have hosted Saleh during his five years 

in England, conferring anxiously with Jack Norris in the sitting room of his apartment, as Saleh lies 

suffering from a high fever in one of the bedrooms. The Le Mesuriers are anxious for reassurance 

that their efforts to support Saleh’s education have not been wasted and make the case to Norris that,

even if Saleh has not excelled academically, his standards of morality will at least have been raised 
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and this will ultimately equip him to be a more just ruler of his people when the time comes. Norris 

is quick to disabuse them of their illusions:

You see there was a flaw in the theory from the beginning. A Malay hasn’t got the rudiments 
of an Englishman in him; there aren’t the materials there with which to effect the 
transformation; all you can do is make of him an imitation, a sorry imitation, a sham, a 
fraud!… He has been so busy aping Englishmen for so long, consciously at first, less 
consciously later, but aping always, that the thing had become a habit… the old Malay soul is 
alive and kicking, and very much its old unregenerate self. (96-97)25

Regarding the idea that Saleh’s time in England will make him a more just and humane ruler 

at home in Malaya, Norris is skeptical that it will make much of a difference, as “the British 

Government looks after the administration of the country, and takes precious good care nowadays 

that the Sultan doesn’t oppress his subjects, so the personality of the ruler—the nominal ruler—does 

not signify much” (Clifford, Sally 99). On the contrary, by making an ersatz Englishman out of Saleh,

he has been made less suitable for his real destiny in life: which is to act as the representative of his 

people in their dealings with their British rulers. Norris suggests to the Le Mesuriers that when 

Saleh returns to Pelesu, “Perhaps the East will be for him the Land of Cockagne, and in the 

voluptuous folds of it, drugged by the beauty of it, loving even the sweetly sick smells of it, he will 

sink down, down, down, from the height to which you have raised him, till a certain animal joy be his

in oblivion of the unattainable” (101-02).

25. This kind of sentiment was also expressed by Alleyne Ireland (see note 9 on page 8) on his 
lecture tours of the United States: “You can make a good Filipino out of a bad Filipino or a good 
Bengalee out of a bad Bengalee but you will never be able to make a Filipino or a Bengalee into 
anything that anyone will ever mistake for a man from Kansas City” (“Lectures on Far East,” The 
Washington Post, 1908).
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The last installment of Sally printed in Blackwood’s in February 1904 indicated that the story 

was “to be continued.” Clifford would later claim that this had been a printer’s error and that he had 

given instructions to print “The End” at the conclusion of the piece (Clifford, Saleh: A Sequel 6). 

This may have been a white lie told at the time to reassure his superiors that he planned to set aside 

his writing career (see page 91); at any rate, he started writing the second installment in August 1906

towards the end of his time as Colonial Secretary of Trinidad (he had been transferred to Ceylon by 

the time it appeared in print in 1908). Given the symmetrical relationship of the plot of the second 

part with the first, it is hard to believe that it was not part of Clifford’s design for the story from the 

beginning. While the first part traced the process of Saleh’s adaptation to—and then disillusionment 

with—life in England, the second traced his reabsorption back into Malay society, followed by his 

radicalization and ultimate transformation into the puppet leader of an Islamic insurrection against 

British colonial rule. The first installation ended with a semi-therapeutic scene in which Jack Norris 

walks Saleh back from the brink of running amok; the second part ends with Saleh running amok and

perishing in combat despite the best efforts of his old friend to persuade him to turn himself in to 

the colonial authorities. The two parts add up to an argument against extending an English-style 

education to British colonial subjects in Asia, as Clifford makes explicit in his foreword to Saleh: A 

Sequel:

Englishmen in Asia, at the bidding of Lord Macaulay, who in his turn was inspired by an 
idolatrous worship of the book-learning to be gotten in the schools, have been busily engaged
during the past three or four decades in endeavoring to impose upon their Oriental brethren 
education of a purely Occidental type. They have ignored the fact that the genius of Asia 
differs from that of Europe in kind rather than in degree… they have endeavored to force 
the Oriental mind out of the channels in which it should have run its appointed course, and 
to divert it into canals of their own fashioning. The results are with us now in what is 
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euphemistically called the “Unrest” in India: but the end is not yet. There was once a man 
named Frankenstein. (viii-ix)

Education had not been a high priority during the early decades of the British colonial 

administrations (Frank Swettenham even diverted funds from a scholarship for Malays towards 

building a mosque, see page 64). There was a laissez-faire attitude on the part of the British officials 

towards the limited schooling available in Malay villages, which was primarily directed towards the 

reading of the Quran in Arabic.26 Such schooling, which did not typically extend far into the teenage 

years, was generally seen in positive terms, as helping to develop the qualities of discipline and 

punctuality in its students; most importantly—from the point of view of the colonial administrators 

anxious to avoid repeating the mistakes that they felt had been made in India in making education in

English too widely available—an education of this type did not create any expectations of future 

employment by the government or give its recipients other cause to be dissatisfied with a life that 

would be largely spent engaged in agricultural labor. Only a tiny percentage of intellectually gifted 

students from rural backgrounds would progress to further studies—sometimes overseas at 

prestigious centers of scholarship such as Al-Azhar in Egypt—and most of these would later return 

as teachers. There was, however, an increasing realization among the colonial officials that providing 

26. This was one of the great complaints of Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir, who wrote in the 1840s, “I am
amazed to see and consider the position of our Malay people, that they are not aware of their own 
condition, and remain in ignorance, because they will not study their own language, and do not want 
to establish schools to teach it; this is beyond my comprehension, for how can those who do not 
study it become proficient themselves? Do not all races in the world study their own languages, 
except only the Malays? Moreover, they say, ‘What is the good of studying it, for that is our own 
language and it is useful only in this world. It is better to study the Arabic language, which is useful 
in this world and the next.’” (31)
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an English-language medium education to the sons of the Malay elites could be advantageous. As 

J. P. Rodger, the Resident of Perak, commented, “one of the most difficult problems to be solved is 

how best to employ in the Administration, the sons and near relations of Rajas and Chiefs, who but 

for British intervention would now be in full administrative charge of large and important districts” 

(quoted in Sua, “British Educational Policy” 339). In 1905 the Malay Residential School was opened 

in Kuala Kangsar, Perak, with the encouragement of Sultan Idris (i.e., the father of the Oxford-

educated Raja Allang, one of the historical models for Clifford’s Saleh, see page 94). The Malay 

College, as it was renamed, aimed to provide an English public-school style education to the Malay 

Rajas and was referred to as the “Eton of the East” (340); following the creation of the Malay 

Administrative Service in 1910, it would act as a feeder for the junior branch of the civil service (see 

note 2 on page 72). History would prove Clifford to be mistaken in his predictions of disaster that 

would result from extending an English-style education to the sons of the Malay elites: the graduates

of the Malay College and the other government English colleges tended to be pro-British in their 

sympathies and acted as an elite group who were seen as constructive in their relationship to the 

United Kingdom well into the post-independence period;27 the danger came in fact from the 

proletarian graduates of the vernacular teacher training institutions, such as the Sultan Idris Training

College in Perak, which produced an “intelligentsia [which] emerged as radical nationalists who 

27. The first three Prime Ministers of Malaysia following independence belonged to this group, 
which combined noble descent with an Anglophile outlook which had been cultivated during their 
education at government English schools (Abdul Razak Hussein was educated at the Malay College, 
Kuala Kangsar).
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adopted an anti-British stand” (338).

Following Saleh’s return to Malaya, Raja Haji Abdullah—an older relative—and Raja 

Pahlawan—“a little wizened sage dressed always in an immense green turban and flowing jubah of 

the same color” (Clifford, Saleh: A Sequel 105)—, look at Saleh and “behold in him a weapon 

tempered by the white men for their own destruction. Allah Akhbar! God is great!” (152). On his 

journey back to Malaya from England, as he passes through the ports of the Middle East, Saleh has 

started to become aware again of his identity as a Muslim, and is receptive to their message:

Saleh thrilled to remember that he was part of the greatest brotherhood upon earth; that he 
belonged to a faith which was the religion, not of love, but of hate, which regarded all 
infidels as food for slaughter and for the fires of Jehannam, and that, because he was a 
Muhammadan, in the eyes of millions he was the unquestioned superior of the white men 
who had outcast him. (106)28

Clifford linked these characters to the “As-Senusi Brotherhood,” which he depicted as a vast 

global conspiracy:

…of late years there has been yet another influence at work, the which is now making itself 
manifest in Egypt and throughout northern Africa, and presently, will be felt in every land 
where the Muhammadan is ruled by the infidel—the influence of the As-Senusi 
Brotherhood…

To-day Islam is honeycombed root and branch by the As-Senusi Brotherhood, and nowhere, 
save in northern Africa, has it taken a firmer hold upon the popular imagination than among 
the Muhammadans of the Malayan Archipelago. From time to time there have been, in the 

28. Clifford’s language here regarding Islam echoes comments he had made in an earlier article 
(“Some Aspects of Mahommedanism,” The Spectator, 1903), in which he asserted that “the faith of 
Mahommed is based, not on love, like the teachings of Christianity, but on pride.” Clifford argued 
that non-Muslim populations coming into contact with Muslims found it necessary to convert to 
Islam in order to deal with Muslims on equal terms; “thus it has come to pass that what the religion 
of love, backed by devotion, energy, and money, has failed to accomplish, the religion of pride and 
hate has achieved, without organization or conscious effort, purely by virtue of the appeal which it 
makes to the very human desire of every man to be treated as an equal, to be bien vu, by his fellows.”
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majority of cases almost unnoticed, little spurts and outbreaks of what white men call 
“fanaticism” among Muhammadan peoples who chance to be ruled by men of an alien faith. 
Look closely, and you will find the great As-Senusi Brotherhood at the back of one and all of 
them… (Clifford, Saleh: A Sequel 255-56)

As Evans-Pritchard noted in his study of the Sanusi of Cyrenaica, written shortly after the 

Second World War, there were certain similarities between the Sanusi Order and the Wahhabi 

movement in the “Grand Sanusi’s desire to create a society living the life of primitive Islam,” but 

such similarities had been vastly exaggerated. Evans-Pritchard blamed Henri Duveyrier, author of 

La Confrérie Musulmane de Sîdi Mohammed Ben ‘Alî Es-Senoûsî (1884), for spreading misinformation: 

his “account, used very uncritically by other writers, is largely to be blamed for the exaggerated 

stories of the secrecy, puritanism, fanaticism, power, and numbers of the Order that were current at 

the end of the last century… with Duveyrier it was an axiom that any foolhardy European who got 

himself killed in North and Central Africa had been assassinated by Sanusi agents and that any 

setback to French interests was due to their propaganda” (Evans-Pritchard, Sanusi 6). Perhaps 

Clifford stumbled upon a copy of Duveyrier’s work during his time in Trinidad and was inspired to 

imagine the implications of such a group gaining influence on the Malay Peninsula, as there does not

seem to be anything in the historical record to support his claim that the group had become a 

powerful anti-imperialist force in the Malay world at that time. Students returning from the Middle 

East would undoubtedly play a major role in Malay political life some decades after Clifford penned 

Saleh: A Sequel, but even so, oppositional activity would largely remain at the level of publications of 

critical articles in Malay language newspapers and periodicals.29 Although the British press was quick

29. W. R. Roff ’s The Origins of Malay Nationalism describes the emergence of a third elite group in 
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to characterize resistance on the part of local actors as being inspired by Islamic fanaticism (e.g., in 

the reaction to the news of the assassination of J.W.W. Birch, see page 27), the evidence seems to 

support the idea that different individuals resisted the British colonial presence for their own reasons

and that religion was not a major motivating factor.

Malay politics composed of students returning from the Middle East with reformist ideas (the 
others being the graduates of the vernacular teacher training colleges and the English-educated 
Malay aristocrats). According to Roff ’s analysis, this group emerged as a political force in the 
mid-1920s but failed to attract mass support.
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Chapter 3. Joseph Conrad 

Conrad has a more complicated relationship to the central questions considered in this study 

than the other authors: in the first place, he has a far more tenuous relationship to the world of 

official propaganda than a figure such as Maugham; secondly, although he is one of the British 

writers most popularly associated with the theme of imperialism, he did not generally take the 

British Empire as the backdrop to his writing, preferring instead to write about the empires of the 

other European powers (in particular Belgium and the Netherlands). To briefly address the question 

of Conrad’s relationship to official propaganda in Britain, his involvement in this area appears to 

have been relatively minor and to have been restricted to the exceptional circumstances of the First 

World War. In late 1916, Conrad was one of several authors invited by the Admiralty to write 

material for publication on the wartime contribution of the Royal Naval Reserve; the essay he 

submitted, “The Unlighted Coast,” was rejected as being unsuitable for propaganda purposes.1 More 

significantly, Conrad’s unlikely friendship with the media magnate Lord Northcliffe, who was briefly

director of propaganda for distribution in enemy countries in the Ministry of Information, resulted 

1. The Royal Naval Reserve was the organization through which members of the Merchant Navy—
such as Conrad himself—could make themselves available for wartime service. Conrad spent two 
months in late 1916 observing the work of the Naval Reserve, a surprisingly adventurous experience 
for a retiring literary man of nearly sixty years of age: he visited naval bases, observed live-fire 
exercises, flew in a patrol plane, and even sailed on a warship that had been disguised as a merchant 
vessel in the hope of luring German submarines into a trap (see Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Life 
484-85). “The Unlighted Coast” was rejected on the grounds that “the Admiralty wanted 
propaganda ‘outside literature,’ not the impressionistic reminiscence that Conrad submitted” (Stape 
et al. in Conrad, Last Essays xli). Of the other short story inspired by this period, “The Tale,” Najder 
notes that it offered “a marked contrast to the military stories then common… it kindles in the 
reader not a fighting spirit but profound uncertainty” (Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Life 485).



in the publication of two high-profile essays by Conrad with significant propaganda value in the 

Daily Mail, “Tradition” (1917) and “Confidence” (1919), both of which were concerned with the 

contribution to the war effort of the British Merchant Marine.2 These were, however, relatively 

minor contributions to the propaganda side of the war efforts compared to those made by the other 

writers who worked under Charles Masterman at Wellington House (see note 2 on page 2).3

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, the periodical which published several of Conrad’s most 

important early novels in serial form, also functioned in a sense as an unofficial propaganda organ for

conservative and pro-imperial opinion-makers in the United Kingdom in the late Victorian period 

and early twentieth century. Its readership, which only numbered six to seven thousand, had a 

pronounced military and imperial character: as Conrad noted in a letter to his agent, James B. 

Pinker, “There isn’t a single club and messroom and man-of-war in the British Seas and Dominions 

which hasn’t its copy of Maga” (qtd. in Finkelstein, “Decent Company” 31). The political outlook of 

the magazine reflected that of its audience:

Maga was a journal that eschewed self-doubt and never questioned Britain’s place on the 
world stage, and its editors shaped and encouraged contributions to conform to such a 
stance. Its political articles argued consistently for an expansionist foreign policy, suggesting 
that only strong, forceful occupation of countries such as Afghanistan (in the early 1880s), 

2. As Stephen Donovan notes in a study of Conrad’s relationship to Lord Northcliffe and his 
publishing empire, “That Conrad’s own essay [i.e., “Tradition”] was literally propaganda is clear 
from the fact that he gave away its translation rights to the Department of Information” (Donovan, 
“Conrad and the Harmsworth Empire” 172).

3. Conrad was still making his way back to England from Poland when Masterman gathered his first 
meeting of leading British writers at Wellington House to discuss how they could contribute to the 
war effort. There does not seem to have been any effort to include him in these activities after his 
return to England.
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Egypt (in 1882), and African colonies (in the 1890s), would allow good sound government to 
prevail. More importantly, Maga’s editorials argued, it was Britain’s duty as a ruling power to 
do so. (34)

Whether Conrad’s contributions to Blackwood’s can be seen as promoting this world view is a 

contested question. China Achebe, in his famous intervention into the critical debate on Heart of 

Darkness, casts Conrad as an advocate for white supremacy: he is among the “creative artists who 

apply their talents… to set people against people,” and thus deserves, along with “all those men in 

Nazi Germany who lent their talent to the service of virulent racism,” to be rejected, as neither “the 

doctrines of Hitler’s master races [n]or Conrad’s ‘rudimentary souls’” have any place in literature 

(Achebe, “An Image of Africa” 788-89). William Atkinson argues that our interpretation of Heart of 

Darkness needs to take into account the context in which it was originally published, i.e., among 

contributions to Blackwood’s about which there could be no doubt as to the pro-imperial views of the 

authors; the original audience for the novel would have been primed to read it along the grain rather 

than against the grain as a cautionary tale on the theme that “imperialism was so difficult and 

dangerous that only the British were fit to undertake it… the French and other Continentals would 

always make a mess of things” (Atkinson, “Bound In Blackwood’s” 375). An argument in favor of the 

idea that Conrad was not fully committed to the ideology promoted by Blackwood’s is that after 1902,

he aimed to publish in periodicals that had a less narrowly defined point of view and reached a much 

wider readership, such as The Pall-Mall Magazine (see Dryden, “Conrad, “Typhoon,” and Pall Mall 

Magazine” 137-31).4 In contrast, Blackwood’s remained the venue of choice for Sir Hugh Clifford in 

4. The last piece of significance that Conrad published in Blackwood’s was “The End of the Tether” 
(July—December 1902). Stape suggests that Conrad’s engagements of James B. Pinker as his agent 
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which to place his writing (although he did occasionally publish in other periodicals).

It is necessary here to touch briefly on the issue of the place of the British Empire in 

particular in Conrad’s fiction, as opposed to European imperialism more generally. Conrad’s early 

works, such as Almayer’s Folly (1895) and Lord Jim (1899-1900), were mostly set against the backdrop 

of the Dutch East Indies, not the parts of the Malay world that were under British political control; 

an exception is the “Eastern port” that is the setting of the inquest into the desertion of the Patna in 

Lord Jim. To some extent, this is a simple reflection of the fact that it was this part of the world—and

not the Malay Peninsula or Northwest Borneo—in which Conrad sailed as a merchant mariner in the

1880s.5 However, as Zdzisław Najder suggests, there was a strategic advantage for Conrad in avoiding

settings that would have been familiar to his English readership, as “writing about England, 

Australia, or Singapore would amount to groping half-blind within regions known to him only 

“caused a frost in Conrad’s relationship with Blackwood, who insisted upon being on clubbable terms
with his writers, precisely the old way of business that Pinker… [was] eagerly putting an end to” 
(Stape, The Several Lives of Joseph Conrad 211).

5. Conrad served on merchant vessels in Southeast Asia between 1881 and 1888. Of particular 
importance to his later development as a writer was the period he spent as the second mate of the 
S. S. Vidar from August 22, 1887, to January 4, 1888, “carrying out from Singapore such general 
merchandise as crockeryware, bringing back gutta-percha, rattan, beeswax, and two delicacies used in
Chinese soups, birds’ nests and trepang, the sea cucumbers or bêche-de-mer which made a fragrant 
cargo” on a “long huckstering route” with several ports of call on the east coast of Borneo and the 
west of Celebes (Allen, The Sea Years of Joseph Conrad 185). In the late 1930s, J. D. Gordon, professor 
of English at Harvard, traveled to the Dutch East Indies with the goal of identifying the people and 
places who had inspired Conrad during this period; his findings were published as Joseph Conrad: The
Making of a Novelist (1941). This quest was taken up again in the late 1950s by Jerry Allen, an 
American journalist, who expanded and corrected Gordon’s study in her The Sea Years of Joseph 
Conrad (1965). Norman Sherry’s Conrad’s Eastern World (1966), published the following year, concurs 
with Allen’s study on the important points.
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superficially but well traversed by his readers” (Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Life 119) Moreover, Conrad 

may have felt that, as a naturalized English citizen whose accent, mannerisms, and appearance 

immediately identified him as a foreigner, he would have been opening himself up to the charge of 

being insufficiently unpatriotic towards his adopted homeland if he had written about Britain’s 

imperial possessions as critically as he wrote about those of the other European powers.

1. Almayer’s Folly

The symbolism of the opening pages of Conrad’s first novel is difficult to miss: a man who 

feels that he has been the victim of forces beyond his control looks out onto a flooded river on which 

pieces of wood are being buffeted around:

Such were Almayer’s thoughts as, standing on the verandah of his new but already decaying 
house—that last failure of his life—he looked on the broad river. There was no hint of gold 
on it this evening, for it had been swollen by the rains, and rolled an angry and muddy flood 
under his inattentive eyes, carrying small drift-wood and big dead logs, and whole uprooted 
trees with branches and foliage, amongst which the water swirled and roared angrily. 
(Conrad, Almayer’s Folly 4)

The fate of a particular tree attracts his interest, and he follows its progress as it clears a 

number of obstacles before drifting out to sea; musing that it may drift as far as Macassar—the site 

of a happier chapter in his life—he envies the tree for being able to escape from the settlement on 

the coast of Borneo that has become the site for him of so many disappointments. We learn that 

Kaspar Almayer’s own life has been one of drifting from one place on currents dictated by more 

powerful men: first from his home in Java to join Hudig’s firm in the bustling port of Macassar in 
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Celebes, and from there to the remote and peripheral town of Sambir on the Pantai river in Borneo6 

to take up a position as the agent of the famed British merchant Captain Lingard, the “Rajah Laut” 

or king of the sea. In Sambir, Almayer is set to drift on his own: against the backdrop of a society in 

which people band together in groups defined by ethnicity—mainly Malay, Bugis, and Arab, as well 

as a few Europeans—he has no community to fall back on. Almayer’s fate is that of the “racial 

straggler,” to borrow a term Naipaul applied to Lord Jim (Naipaul, “Conrad’s Darkness”). He stands 

unprotected, even by his family (Mrs. Almayer, a daughter of Sulu pirates who was adopted as a girl 

by Captain Lingard following a battle at sea, has turned her back on European ways and on Almayer,

although she continues to live with him in resentful silence, while his daughter Nina is torn between 

the two worlds of the Western civilization which is supposedly part of her father’s heritage and the 

older heroic Malay culture represented by her mother). Moreover, he is at odds with the Dutch East 

Indies government that nominally rules this corner of Borneo, being both an employee of an English

trading concern—i.e., the main commercial rivals of the Dutch in the region—and involved in 

shadowy plots to sell weapons to insurgents fighting against Dutch rule in other parts of the Malay 

Archipelago.

When the British North Borneo Company is established in the late 1870s, then, it gives 

Almayer hope that Britain may be about to press its claims on the east coast of Borneo more 

6. Allen and Sherry’s research shows that the fictional Sambir and Pantai correspond in most 
important particulars to the town of Tanjung Redep and the Berau river in East Kalimantan, 
respectively.
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vigorously.7 We learn that “The stir made in the whole of the island by the establishment of the 

British Borneo Company affected even the sluggish flow of the Pantai life” (Conrad, Almayer’s Folly 

33). For Almayer this development represents a dramatic improvement in his prospects—“Great 

changes were expected; annexation was talked of; the Arabs grew civil” (32). He begins construction 

of the ill-fated house that will come in time to be referred to as Almayer’s Folly “for the use of the 

future engineers, agents, or settlers of the new Company.” His hopes, however, are disappointed 

almost as soon as they are raised:

The deliberations conducted in London have a far-reaching importance, and so the decision 
issued from the fog-veiled offices of the Borneo Company darkened for Almayer the brilliant
sunshine of the Tropics, and added another drop of bitterness to the cup of his 
disenchantments. The claim to that part of the East Coast was abandoned, leaving the Pantai
river under the nominal power of Holland. (34)

When a man-of-war sails down the river to assert the control of the Netherlands over the 

area, Almayer makes a fool of himself by disclosing to the Dutch sailors “his regret at the non-arrival

7. The action of the novel is set during roughly the same period that Conrad himself was in East 
Borneo, i.e., in the late 1880s. In the early nineteenth century, both Britain and the Netherlands had 
treated Borneo as peripheral to their interests: the Dutch had a policy of onthouding or abstention 
towards its outlying islands and the British preferred to see them nominally controlled by the 
Netherlands than see a power such as France encroach on the region. As the century progressed 
Borneo became the “point de mir of all kinds of speculative enterprises,” with James Brooke 
establishing himself as Rajah of Sarawak in the 1840s, and in the late 1870s the establishment of the 
British North Borneo Company by “a trio of adventurers: an American speculator, an Austrian 
baron, and a London businessman” (Irwin, Nineteenth-Century Borneo 217). The British North 
Borneo Company received its Royal Charter in 1881. The three Borneo territories of Sarawak, 
Brunei and British North Borneo were made a British protectorate in 1888, and in 1891 the Dutch 
government “finally assented to an agreement… designed to settle the frontier between the 
territories they claimed and the three protectorates the British had now established” (Tarling, 
Cambridge History of SE Asia 25). The period Conrad experienced was thus one during which the 
lines of demarcation between the areas of Dutch and British influence had not been definitively 
established and in which the political situation was in a state of flux.
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of the English, ‘who knew how to develop a rich country,’ as he expressed it” (36). He later 

complains bitterly to the Dutch officials who are investigating the explosion on board his brig, 

“What have you ever done to make me loyal? You have no grip on this country. I had to take care of 

myself, and when I asked for protection I was met with threats and contempt, and had Arab slander 

thrown in my face. I! a white man!'” (138) As Cedric Watts points out, the competition between 

Almayer and the Arab faction in Sambir, i.e., Abdulla and his nephew Rashid, to control the trade on

the Pantai river amounts to a covert plot in the novel (Watts, “Conrad’s Covert Plots”); when it 

becomes clear that Britain will not be asserting a claim to this part of Borneo, the tide of events 

turns against Almayer and in favor of the Arabs.

The novel’s references to the British Empire are all somewhat oblique, but it is possible to 

read in the portrait of a trading settlement languishing under the misrule of the Netherlands an 

implicit endorsement of the British administration just across the border. The rivalry between the 

British and the Dutch in this region dates back to the seventeenth century (perhaps the oldest work 

in English with a Southeast Asian setting is John Dryden’s Amboyna, a play about the massacre of 

English traders by agents of the Dutch East India Company written in 1673), and was imagined to be

not simply a competition between nations, but between political philosophies (in general terms, 

between liberalism and mercantilism). Sir Stamford Raffles, in his introduction to Leyden’s 

translation of the Malay Annals, painted a picture of how the policies adopted by the Dutch—

attempting to centralize all trade in the capital of their colonial empire, Batavia, and enforcing 

monopolies on trades—sapped the Malay Archipelago of its traditional commercial energies, with its

fortunes only being revived by the appearance of the free-trading, liberal British on the scene in the 
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early nineteenth century:

The valor of Portugal broke the power of the native states, and left them exposed to the more
selfish policy of their successors. The Dutch had no sooner established their capital at 
Batavia, than… they conceived the idea of making it the sole and only depôt of the 
commerce of the Archipelago… [this] greedy policy… swallowed up the resources of this 
extensive Archipelago in a narrow and rigid monopoly…

…the destruction of the native trade of the Archipelago by this withering policy, may be 
considered the origin of many evils, and of all the piracies of which we now complain. A 
maritime and commercial people, suddenly deprived of all honest employment, or the means 
of respectable subsistence, either sunk into apathy and indolence, or expended their natural 
energies in piratical attempts to recover, by force and plunder, what they had been deprived 
of by policy and fraud. In this state of decay, they continued to degenerate, till the 
appearance of the British traders revived their suppressed and nearly extinguished energies, 
and awoke to new life the commerce and enterprise of this interesting portion of the globe. 
(Leyden & Raffles, Malay Annals vii-ix)

2. Lord Jim

The power of imaginative literature to shape as well as reflect the real world—for a novel 

such as Max Havelaar to inspire the reform of the Dutch system of administration in the 

Netherlands East Indies (see note 6 on page 5), or for sketches of Oriental life by Frank Swettenham

and Hugh Clifford to reinforce the attitudes that underpinned British colonialism in the Malay 

world—is one of the key issues explored in the current study. The relationship between literature 

and life is also one of the central themes of Lord Jim, which opens with an account of how a “course 

of light holiday reading” of the type discussed previously in this study (see page 14) leads to Jim’s 

youthful declaration of his vocation for the sea and continues to supply his fantasy life after he has 

entered the merchant marine:

On the lower deck in the babel of two hundred voices he would forget himself, and 
beforehand live in his mind the sea-life of light literature. He saw himself saving people from
sinking ships, cutting away masts in a hurricane, swimming through a surf with a line; or as a
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lonely castaway, barefooted and half naked, walking on uncovered reefs in search of shellfish 
to starve off starvation. He confronted savages on tropic shores, quelled mutinies on the high
seas, and in a small boat upon the ocean kept up the hearts of despairing men—always an 
example of devotion to duty, and as unflinching as a hero in a book. (Conrad, Lord Jim 9)

Conrad was, of course, drawing on memories of his adolescence in this sketch of his youthful 

protagonist: he had announced his plans to go to sea—to the amazement and consternation of 

Thaddeus Bobrowski, his uncle and guardian, given that Poland was then a land-locked country, and 

there was no tradition of maritime service in Conrad’s family background—after discovering the sea 

tales of Frederick Marryat, that “enslaver of youth” (see Baines, Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biography 

30-32). Many of the details in the first section of the novel—such as Jim’s injury by a falling spar and

recuperation in a hospital in Singapore—are drawn from Conrad’s experiences as a young man 

serving on merchant vessels in Southeast Asia (see note 5 on page 111), while the second part of the 

novel, set in the fictional Bornean region of Patusan, draws both on Conrad’s first-hand impressions 

of East Borneo and on historical sources such as accounts of the life of Sir James Brooke.8 The 

richness of the geographic references in the novel has led many scholars to conclude, as Florence 

8. J. D. Gordan’s seminal work on Conrad’s use of the Brookeiana established at an early date the 
connections between the Patusan of Lord Jim and early nineteenth-century Sarawak (Gordan, “The 
Rajah Brooke and Joseph Conrad”; Gordan, Joseph Conrad: The Making of a Novelist). Building on 
Gordan’s work, both Jerry Allen and Norman Sherry concluded that the geography of the fictional 
Patusan generally corresponds to that of the town of Tanjung Redep on a river in the Berau province 
of East Borneo (which also provided the setting for Almayer’s Folly). Not all scholars agree that 
Patusan should be understood to be in East Borneo: C. M. Armitage argues that Conrad, “while 
preserving the artistically appropriate air of mystery surrounding Lord Jim, actually provided at 
various points in the novel enough details to point conclusively to Northwest Sumatra as the location
of Patusan” (Armitage, “The Location of Lord Jim’s Patusan”; see also van Marle, “The Location of 
Lord Jim’s Patusan”).
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Clemens urged, that Lord Jim should be read with “with atlases and geographies in hand.”9 This was a

reading strategy to which Conrad himself would have strongly opposed: he reacted with dismay 

when he learned that Richard Curle had revealed to the world that the famous passage in Youth in 

which the sailor comes face to face with “the East of the ancient navigators” for the first time was the

rather unromantic port city of Muntok on the island of Bangka, then known primarily as a center for

the tin mining industry:

Didn’t it occur to you, my dear Curle, that I knew what I was doing in leaving the facts of my
life and even of my tales in the background? Explicitness, my dear fellow, is fatal to the 
glamor of all artistic work, robbing it of all suggestiveness, destroying all illusion…

…in “Youth,” in which East and West are of no importance whatever, I kept the name of the 
port of landing out of the record of “poeticized” sensations. The paragraph you quote of the 
East meeting the narrator is all right in itself; whereas directly it’s connected with [Mentok]10

it becomes nothing at all. [Mentok] is a damned hole without any beach and without any 
glamor, and in relation to the parag. is not in tone. Therefore, the par., when pinned to a 
particular spot, must appear diminished—a fake. And yet it is true!! (Conrad & Curle, 
Conrad to a Friend 113-14)

Even a critic such as J. D. Gordan, the Harvard professor who traveled extensively in 

Southeast Asia during the 1930s and ’40s in a quest to identify Conrad’s real-world sources, agreed 

that fidelity to the spirit of a place or a person is ultimately more important than the literal 

9. One of the first scholars to study the Southeast Asia setting of Conrad’s novels in detail, Clemens 
writes, “No one should be misled into feeling that Conrad’s Malaysia is fictitious because of the 
stories. As captain he was obliged to follow charts with perfect precision. It became habitual to him 
to be true to exact geographic positions in his writing, also. Perhaps his experience would have led 
him to feel guilty about being otherwise. Altogether he used about one hundred place names, and 
nearly all of them can be found by searching the maps.” (Clemens, “Conrad’s Malaysia” 460)

10. Curle revealed this detail in his essay “Joseph Conrad in the East.” Out of respect to Conrad’s 
wishes, he suppressed it when he later published his correspondence with Conrad.
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correspondence between an author’s materials and the work of art into which they are transformed:

The clearest example of Brooke’s possible influence on Conrad might naturally be expected 
in the character of Lord Jim: not the Jim of the Patna but Tuan Jim of Patusan. The romantic
aspiration and energy of the English Rajah were of the sort to fire the novelist's imagination. 
The great work the Englishman had accomplished in the teeth of danger, far off the map of 
Western civilization, was material after Conrad’s heart. And in Brooke’s achievement in 
Borneo he seems to have found the perfect pattern for Jim’s rehabilitation and fulfillment. 
The physical appearance of Jim may owe much to that figure “appealing—significant” which, 
Conrad recalls in the “Author’s Note,” he saw “one sunny morning in the commonplace 
surroundings of an Eastern roadstead.” But his spirit seems to owe more to the Rajah 
Brooke. (Gordan, “The Rajah Brooke and Joseph Conrad” 631)

As Gordan’s comment suggests, by the late nineteenth century Sir James Brooke occupied a 

place in the British imagination as the most romantic of imperial heroes, and as the real-life 

embodiment of the deep-seated fascination in Western culture with the idea of the lone white man 

who though his force of character and daring establishes himself as the leader of a “primitive” 

society.11 Jim’s status as the expression of this imperialist archetype in Western culture is of greater 

11. Other examples of this cultural phenomenon would include Kipling’s short story “The Man Who 
Would be King.” In the twentieth century, this tendency in popular culture is exemplified by the 
films of John Milius, whose screenplay for Apocalypse Now (1979) culminates in the revelation that 
Colonel Walter E. Kurtz has set himself up as a leader of a tribal community in Cambodia. Farewell 
to the King (1989), directed by Milius and loosely based on Pierre Schoendoerffer’s novel L’Adieu au 
Roi (1969)—transposes the Brooke story into the Pacific theater of combat during the Second World 
War, with Learoyd, an Irish-American soldier in the U.S. Army, escaping from the Battle of 
Corregidor to wash up somewhere in Borneo, where the indigenous people nurse him back to health 
and proclaim him their leader; he eventually leads them in battle against the Japanese. The fact that 
both Apocalypse Now and Farewell to the King told the stories of white men who become god-like 
figures to their primitive Asiatic followers was not lost on film critic Roger Ebert, who commented 
that “There is probably a deep-seated personal impulse at work here” (Ebert, Review of John 
Milius’s Farewell to the King 1989). Milius confirms this suggestion in an interview: “My greatest 
fantasy is to go off to some foreign land and become a legend of some sort, like The Man who Would 
be King or Heart of Darkness… Judge Roy Bean is very similar to it: the idea of a man going off to a 
primitive culture and becoming a legend and a god” (Thompson, “Stoked”).
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importance than the specific details which connect him with the figure of Sir James Brooke. Imagery

of light and darkness in the second half of the novel—in which the brightness of Jim’s skin, hair, and 

clothes is contrasted with both the darkness of his surroundings and the darker skin tone of the 

natives of Patusan—establish a general connection between Jim and the idea of whiteness, e.g., 

Marlow recalls that on his arrival in Patusan,

I had never seen Jim look so grave, so self-possessed, in an impenetrable, impressive way. In 
the midst of these dark-faced men, his stalwart figure in white apparel, the gleaming clusters 
of his fair hair, seemed to catch all the sunshine that trickled through the cracks in the closed 
shutters of that dim hall, with its walls of mats and a roof of thatch. He appeared like a 
creature not only of another kind but of another essence. Had they not seen him come up in 
a canoe they might have thought he had descended upon them from the clouds. (Conrad, 
Lord Jim 138)

Although not strictly speaking a first-contact narrative—as the people of Patusan are hardly 

an uncontacted tribe, given that Stein already has a trading station in the area—there is a similarity 

between the scene of Jim’s arrival in Patusan and narratives of first contact between Europeans and 

indigenous peoples.12 Jim’s brightness is also in contrast with the grizzled appearance of Gentleman 

Brown, and we learn that “there was something in the very neatness of Jim’s clothes, from the white 

helmet to the canvas leggings and the pipeclayed shoes” (225) that particularly irritated the pirate. 

There are echoes here of idealized images of English colonial administrators resplendent in their 

12. Such narratives date back to Cortés’ arrival in Mexico and Captain Cook’s first voyage to Hawaii 
and continue into the early part of the twentieth century. The documentary film First Contact (1983),
directed by Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson features original film footage of the arrival of the 
Leahy brothers, Australian gold prospectors, in the highlands of New Guinea in the 1930s. The 
arrival of white men bearing advanced technology and weaponry among the previously uncontacted 
peoples of the highlands was a stunning and at first incomprehensible event for the highlanders. 
Interviews with highlanders who had been present at the moment of first contact show that they 
suspected that the white men came from the sky, or were their ancestors returned from the dead.
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white dress uniforms and pith helmets (such as the famous portrait of Swettenham by John Singer 

Sargent, see page 47) and of Conrad’s own youthful hero-worship of Englishmen.13 Similar imagery 

is used in the passage in which Marlow recounts seeing Jim for the last time:

The two half-naked fishermen had arisen as soon as I had gone… Their dark-skinned bodies 
vanished on the dark background long before I had lost sight of their protector. He was white
from head to foot, and remained persistently visible with the stronghold of the night at his 
back… (Conrad, Lord Jim 199)

If the imagery in this section associates Jim with a generalized figure of the Western 

imperialist arriving in, and imposing his authority on, the non-Western world, there are aspects of 

the plot that connect Jim to the idea of the English colonial administrator as found in the works of 

authors such as Swettenham and Clifford. Jim is quick to establish himself as the ultimate political 

authority in Patusan, with the power to dictate all matters: as Marlow observes at one point, “in his 

new sphere, there did not seem to be anything that was not his to hold or to give” (164). However, 

rather than capitalizing on the opportunity his position represents to enrich himself—and it is worth

recalling that he is originally sent to Patusan by Stein to take over his trading station there—Jim 

imposes reforms on the society of Patusan, driving out the villainous Sherif Ali and severely 

curtailing the powers of the old raja, Tunku Allang, who owes his life “and such authority as he still 

possessed to Jim’s idea of what is fair alone” (163). Jim outlaws the practice of debt-slavery, whereby 

13. Conrad recalls his encounter with “an unforgettable Englishman” while traveling in the Swiss 
Alps as a young man: “He was clad in a knickerbocker suit, but as at the same time he wore short 
socks under his laced boots, for reasons which, whether hygienic or conscientious, were surely 
imaginative, his calves, exposed to the public gaze and to the tonic air of high altitudes, dazzled the 
beholder by the splendor of their marble-like condition and their rich tone of young ivory… His 
white calves twinkled sturdily…” (Conrad, A Personal Record)
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“for generations these beggars of fishermen in that village had been considered as the Rajah’s 

personal slaves” (198). The interim between Jim’s imposition of peace on the warring factions in 

Patusan and his death at the hands of Gentleman Brown represents a kind of golden age for Patusan,

during which it is regenerated under the benevolent rule of an enlightened British ruler, much as 

Raffles imagined would be the case for the entire Malay world if the Dutch could only be displaced 

(see page 116).

Although Conrad has sometimes been grouped among those English writers who “helped 

create in the public mind the idea of imperial power and glory” (Buitenhuis, Great War of Words 2), it

is difficult to read a work such as Lord Jim as being in any straightforward way an endorsement of 

British imperialism. As mentioned previously, Conrad’s imperial fictions tended to feature English 

protagonists who found themselves within one of the overseas empires of a European power other 

than Britain (see page 111), and the novel conforms to this pattern. Patusan, much like the setting of 

Almayer’s Folly, is within the orbit of the Dutch authorities, but not governed by the Netherlands in 

any meaningful way: Marlow reports that it is one of several native states in which Stein traded and 

in which “his firm was the only one to have an agency by special permit from the Dutch authorities,” 

and Jim is briefly mistaken for a Dutchman on his arrival in Patusan and is asked “Were the Dutch 

coming to take the country?” (Conrad, Lord Jim 137, 152). The political situation of the novel thus 

deals with a lone Englishman carving out a sphere for himself within the orbit of the Dutch empire, 

rather than the more straightforward—from a nineteenth-century imperialist point of view—idea of 

a figure such as James Brooke assuming political authority over a non-European people. Moreover, 

Jim’s achievement is seriously undercut at the conclusion of the novel by the ease with which he is 
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disarmed and undone by Gentleman Brown. Jim’s heroic status is undermined by the suggestion that 

he and Gentleman Brown are less dissimilar than surface appearances might suggest: during their 

parlay, “there ran through the rough talk a vein of subtle reference to their common blood, an 

assumption of common experience; a sickening suggestion of common guilt, of secret knowledge that

was like a bond of their minds and their hearts” (229). The conclusion of the novel, in which Jim 

goes knowingly to his death at the hands of his old ally Doramin in atonement for setting in motion 

the sequence of events that led to the death of Doramin’s son, Dain Waris, is ambiguous, with Jim, 

on the one hand, acting out of a sense of high idealism—“an obscure conquerer of fame, tearing 

himself out of the arms of a jealous love at the sign, at the call of his exalted egoism”—and, on the 

other, inflicting suffering on his partner, Jewel, and the community at Patusan which has come to 

rely on him. There is little to be said for going “away from a living woman to celebrate his pitiless 

wedding with a shadowy ideal of conduct” (246).
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Chapter 4. Somerset Maugham

Maugham’s short stories of Malaya and Borneo, written during the interwar years, remain 

perhaps the best known portrait of the way of life of British expatriates in the Far East at the height 

of the Empire: as Cyril Connolly writes, “…if all else perish, there will remain a story-teller’s world 

from Singapore to the Marquesas that is exclusively and for ever Maugham, a world of verandah and

prahu which we enter, as we do that of Conan Doyle’s Baker Street, with a sense of happy and 

eternal homecoming” (Curtis & Whitehead, Critical Heritage 452). The pleasure Connolly suggests 

here is a curious one, given Maugham’s almost relentless focus on the dark side of the expatriate 

experience—isolation, cliquishness, infidelity, alcoholism, and murder—which supposedly made him 

persona non grata among certain British communities in Malaya and Borneo who felt stung by the 

manner in which they had been represented. There was nothing in Maugham’s portrait of life in the 

British colonies to hint that there could be any problem with a system which allowed a small number

of Europeans to lead lives of relative luxury while large numbers of people of other races were put to

work, any more than the murders in Agatha Christie’s detective stories—many of which were also 

written during the interwar years—suggest any underlying pathology in British society. Maugham 

would later protest his innocence regarding his understanding of the situation in Malaya and Borneo 

at this time:

The countries of which I wrote were then at peace. It may be that some of those peoples, 
Malays, Dyaks, Chinese, were restive under the British rule, but there was no outward sign 
of it. The British gave them justice, provided them with hospitals and schools, and 
encouraged their industries. There was no more crime than anywhere else. An unarmed man 
could wander through the length of the Federated Malay States in perfect safety. The only 
real trouble was the low price of rubber. (Maugham, The Complete Short Stories 7-8)



Moreover, in Maugham’s portrait of life in the colonies, the figures who are in the 

foreground are always the Europeans; when mentioned at all, characters of other races are almost 

always laboring in the background: the narrator in the short story “The Book-Bag” looks out from 

the official residence where he is staying and in the distance sees “Tamils, black and emaciated… 

scything with deliberate and beautiful gestures.” Again, Maugham was inclined to side-step the 

criticism that he never attempted to see the situation from the point of view of the Malays, or the 

other races that lived under British rule in Malaya and Borneo at that time. In a letter to a friend he 

writes:

I felt that all the depictions that had been made of either Chinese, Indians, or Malays were 
merely superficial impressions combined with a lot of conventional prejudices. It is very 
nearly impossible for an English author to create a French character so that French readers 
would accept him as real. How much more difficult then would it be for an English writer to 
create a Chinese the Chinese would accept as plausible. (qtd. in Hastings, Secret Lives ch. 10)

Was it really possible that Maugham could have remained in blissful ignorance of the 

currents of resistance to colonial rule that were then stirring? Given that while traveling in the 

region he moved in social circles that frequently brought him into contact with the Residents of the 

Malay states and other high officials, it is difficult to believe that he could have really been in the 

dark regarding the new forces of nationalism that were stirring in the region. Although resistance to 

colonial rule was not as pronounced as it was in the neighboring Dutch East Indies, where by the late

1920s Sukarno and the Indonesian National Party were rising to national prominence, it was 

certainly a factor in the British colonies Maugham visited. As Willam Roff ’s classic study The Origins

of Malay Nationalism shows, by the 1930s the graduates of the vernacular schools already formed a 

Malay intelligentsia that identified with Islam, although as “a ‘communal’ rather than properly 

125



religious identification undergirding an impatient groping for a pan-Malay nationalism with radical, 

and from the 1930s on increasingly pro-Indonesian overtones” (Foreword by Harry J. Benda Roff, 

The Origins of Malay Nationalism ix). Although, as Roff ’s study shows, the ability of these 

intellectuals to reach the rural masses was limited, a significant number of individuals began to step 

forward as opponents of the colonial regime in the 1930s: an important new study by Syed Muhd 

Khairudin Aljunied explores the rise of radical resistance to colonial rule and the repressive response 

to it by the British authorities (Aljunied, Radicals). Moreover, as J. de Vere Allen notes, the history of

the early twentieth century was one of sporadic armed uprisings against the colonial regime—the 

latest being the Trengganu rising of 1928—although the official response was always to downplay 

their significance (see Allen, “Kelantan Rising of 1915”). Opposition was by no means confined to 

the Malays: as Wang Gungwu notes, by the 1920s, the ethnic Chinese population “had no time for 

the British colonial regime since some of their most stirring slogans were aimed at British 

imperialism in China itself ” (Gungwu, “Chinese Politics in Malaya” 11). It seems unlikely that a 

man with political instincts fine enough to sense the weakness of the Provisional Government and 

escape Russia shortly before the Bolsheviks seized power—saving his own life in the process—could 

have been in the dark regarding these developments.

Of the four figures examined in this study, Maugham had the deepest involvement in 

intelligence and propaganda work, having served as both an intelligence agent and propagandist 

during the First World War (in Switzerland and Russia) and as a covert agent of the Ministry of 

Information in the United States during the Second World War, dispatched to undermine the 

American policy of neutrality in the early years of the war. Moreover, it seems likely that Maugham 
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may have been involved in covert operations of some kind during the interwar years. As Robert 

Calder notes in his biography,

The world of espionage is a brotherhood which, once entered, it is difficult ever to leave 
totally behind. Alan Searle has suggested that occasional guests at the Villa Mauresque 
seemed to be connected with some level of intelligence work, and during such visits 
Maugham would advise Searle to stay out of the discussion because the less he knew the 
better off he would be. Furthermore, when Franklin Delano Roosevelt decided early in the 
Second World War to create a secret intelligence agency — which became the Office of 
Strategic Services and later the Central Intelligence Agency — the special assistant in charge
of staffing, Harold Guinzberg, sought Maugham’s advice because of his experience in the 
First World War. (Calder, Willie 194)

Moreover, in some of his surviving letters, Maugham seems to indicate that his travels in the 

South Pacific and Southeast Asia had a purpose other than simply gathering material for his short 

stories: he writes to Leslie A. Marchand that “the exotic background was forced upon me 

accidentally by the fact that during the war I was employed in the Intelligence department, and so 

visited parts of the world which otherwise I might not have summoned up sufficient resolution to go

to” (Marchand, “The Exoticism of Somerset Maugham” 318). Moreover, the extraordinary lengths to

which Maugham went to destroy his correspondence, cover his tracks, and frustrate future 

biographers—usually understood as the understandable desire for privacy of a man whose most 

significant romantic attachments were to other men and came of age around the time of the Oscar 

Wilde trial—may in fact have been motivated by the dictates of official secrecy.1

1. Several of Maugham’s Ashenden short stories were destroyed on the instructions of Winston 
Churchill on the grounds of official secrecy. Maugham’s friend and fellow veteran of the intelligence 
services Compton Mackenzie was prosecuted under the Official Secrets Act following the 
publication of his Greek Memories (1932).
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The circumstances of Maugham’s involvement in intelligence and propaganda work are 

sufficiently little known to merit brief discussion here. Being just past the age of conscription2 when 

the First World War broke out, Maugham spent the first six months of the war as one of the literary 

ambulance drivers, serving alongside the literary critic Desmond MacCarthy in a Red Cross unit 

attached to the French army. On his return to London, Maugham was recruited as an intelligence 

agent3 by Sir John Wallinger, a social connection of his wife Syrie who was in charge of the Indian 

Political Intelligence Office4 during the war. Wallinger “suggested that with his knowledge of French

and German and his profession of writer as a cover… [Maugham] would make a good secret agent” 

(Morgan, Somerset Maugham 199). Maugham carried out two assignments in this capacity: the first in

neutral Switzerland, where his primary responsibility was to act as an intermediary between 

informants on the ground in neighboring countries and headquarters in London; and the second as 

an intelligence agent in Russia during the period immediately before the Bolsheviks seized power. 

His experiences in Switzerland and Russia, which he wrote “appealed both to my sense of romance 

and my sense of the ridiculous” (Maugham, Summing Up 195), became the basis for the short stories 

2. Under the Military Service Act of 27 January 1916, any British subject between the ages of 
nineteen and forty-one on 15 August 1915 could be drafted into the armed forces (Maugham would 
have been forty-one-and-a-half on this date).

3. Maugham was recruited into the organization that preceded the modern Secret Intelligence 
Service, popularly known as MI6, which was founded in 1909 as the Foreign Branch of the Secret 
Service Bureau and was known as MI1c (i.e., Military Intelligence, department 1c) during the First 
World War.

4. The Indian Political Intelligence Office tracked and acted to neutralize the overseas operations of 
Indian nationalists, anarchists and others opposed to British rule in India.
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in Ashenden: Or the British Agent (1928).

Maugham was recruited for the mission in Russia by Sir William Wiseman, the head of 

British intelligence in the United States during the First World War. He was sent to Russia in July 

1917, at a moment when German propaganda efforts to undermine public support in Russia for 

remaining in the war on the side of the Allies appeared to be succeeding. Maugham was tasked with 

creating and running an organization to counter German propaganda in Russia and to ensure that 

the Russian commitment to the war effort was maintained. His proposal for a “Propaganda and 

Secret Service organization in Russia to combat German influence” (qtd. in Calder, Quest for Freedom

283) is detailed and practical: it involved creating multiple departments which would be responsible 

for tasks such as disseminating popular literature that would undermine the German position and 

strengthen that of the British; sending undercover agitators into political meetings; publishing a pro-

Menshevik newspaper, and supporting Polish, Czech,5 and Cossack groups involved in anti-German 

agitation in Russia. Maugham was personally to direct and coordinate all this activity: “No one but 

the Chief Agent will know that they are all working under one direction; and even the Chief Agent 

himself does not know the people who are providing the necessary funds” (Calder, Quest for Freedom 

274). The scale of the operation can be seen in the fact that Wiseman allocated to it an annual budget

of half a million dollars. However, it was not to be: sensing the weakness of the Provisional 

Government under Kerensky, Maugham wrote to Wiseman that “the situation in Russia was entirely 

5. Several prominent Czech nationalists who had become American citizens accompanied Maugham 
on the Trans-Siberian Railway to St. Petersburg, pretending not to know him in order to maintain 
cover (Curtis, Pattern of Maugham 109).
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out of hand, and that no propaganda or organized support undertaken by the Allies could stem the 

rising tide of Bolshevism” (287). He left Russia in November 1917, narrowly escaping the October 

Revolution, and in all likelihood saving his life. A lover of Russian literature and student of the 

language, Maugham never entered the country again, thus avoiding the fate of other British agents 

active in Russia during the same period, such as Sidney Reilly (who was lured into the Soviet Union 

by agents posing as anti-communists, captured and executed). Historians of British intelligence 

suggest that Maugham’s contributions during this period were substantial: Keith Jeffrey describes the

intelligence that Maugham gathered in Russia, which Wiseman passed on to his American 

counterparts, as providing “the best political intelligence the Americans had about Russia at the 

time… [being] among the very few accurately to assess the weakness of Alexander Kerensky’s 

administration and the strength of the Bolshevik movement, as well as indicating the possibilities of 

mobilizing Polish and other nationalists against Germany” (Jeffery, MI6 112). Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones 

describes Maugham as “the chief agent in Russia for the British and American intelligence services” 

during this critical period” (qtd. in Calder, Willie 145).

When the Second World War broke out, a meeting was convened by A. V. Alexander, First 

Lord of the Admiralty, to determine how Maugham could best be of service. The outcome was that 

“They felt and he felt his propagandist role, his talents as a cultural mediator, could be most 

profitably pursued in the United States where he had many friends and a vast public” (Curtis, 

Pattern of Maugham 168). Maugham was thus dispatched to the United States as a covert agent of the 

Ministry of Information with a brief to undermine American isolationism and influence public 

opinion in favor of entering the war against the Axis Powers on the side of the Allies. At this point, 
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the American public was not inclined to be sympathetic towards the United Kingdom, as “Americans

believed that the British ruthlessly exploited their colonial peoples for profits, that they practiced 

‘taxation without representation,’ and that they lazily and inefficiently ran the empire as an ‘upper-

class racket’” (Brewer, To Win the Peace 127). Maugham would spend the war engaged in producing 

various kinds of materials for the Ministry of Information: novels and short stories intended to 

portray Britain at war in a positive light, film scripts for Hollywood, and other materials such as 

anthologies. These conditions did not bring out the best in Maugham as a creative artist: as Karl 

Pfeiffer notes, “Nothing Maugham published during his maturity embarrassed him so much as 

France at War. It was journalism and he was not, he admitted, a good journalist. Because the book 

was intended as propaganda, he was obliged to omit a good many distressing facts he had observed 

and to put the best possible face on those he included.” (Pfeiffer, Candid Portrait 164) He was even 

more dissatisfied with The Hour Before the Dawn, in which he had attempted to show how a British 

family rose to the challenges of war, writing “It was written as propaganda, first as a picture, then as 

a short serial and finally as a full-length novel. How could anyone be expected to run out a decent 

piece of work in this way? I knew very well it was poor and I was miserable about it. I tried to 

console myself by looking upon it as my contribution to the war effort.” (Toole-Stott, Maugham 

Bibliography 135-36)

One example of the materials which Maugham produced during this period is the anthology 

Great Modern Reading: W. Somerset Maugham’s Introduction to Modern English and American Literature 

(1943), which at first glance is not readily identifiable as having any usefulness as propaganda. 

However, the anthology was an attempt to make the case for the shared heritage of the United States
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and the United Kingdom as Anglophone nations in which English literature was produced and read. 

In his preface, Maugham remarks, “the time has passed when there was any point in speaking of 

American literature and English literature; I prefer to speak of it as one, the literature of the 

English-speaking peoples” (Maugham, Great Modern Reading xiv). Aimed at the American general 

reader, the anthology was organized along lines that elided any distinction between English and 

American authors (a novel idea at the time). The contents were a mixture of frequently anthologized 

short pieces by well-known authors, such as John Steinbeck’s “The Gift” or Henry James’ “The Beast

in the Jungle,” which were presented alongside pieces intended to increase feelings of identification 

in the American public with their counterparts in Britain during wartime, such as “An Airman’s 

Letter to his Mother” and “Three War Letters from Britain.” The American poet Alan Seeger’s “I 

have a Rendezvous with Death” was included alongside poems by his British contemporaries, such as

Rupert Brooke and Siegfried Sassoon, a reminder that British and American troops had fought 

alongside each other in the trenches of Europe before.6 Underlying the collection was the idea that 

the shared democratic values of the United Kingdom and the United States had created the 

conditions in which the individual artist could flourish, a point made more explicitly in his essay 

“The Culture that is to Come,” which asserted that “so far as the arts are concerned, history shows 

that nothing is produced by a nation that is enslaved.” The essay ended with a call to arms:

We in England are fighting not only for our security, to preserve our homes from 
destruction, and our children from death; we are fighting for our right to be free, our right to
live according to our standards of good, and our right to speak our minds without constraint. 

6. Seeger joined the French Foreign Legion to fight with the Allies before the United States entered 
the war, but the point still stands.
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Our culture tells us that it is the exercise of those rights which gives man his worth and life 
its meaning. And because these rights are yours too, because your culture is our culture, 
because your ideals are our ideals, we are fighting for you as well as for ourselves. And 
because we are fighting for these great values, we are convinced that with your help we shall 
prevail. (A Traveller in Romance 177)

1. Critical Reception

While Maugham was still engaged in the writing of his exotic short stories, a 1931 article by 

Leslie A. Marchand made a case for regarding them as having greater literary merit than they might 

appear to have on the surface.7 Rather than simply trading in the wish-fulfillment fantasy of 

indulging in the “hot passionate life of the tropics,” which was “the stock in trade of the shilling 

shocker,” Maugham’s exotic short stories represented a profound attempt to look beyond the surface 

of respectability that people present to the world in conventional society; the exotic setting was 

simply a way of throwing this secret world into relief more easily:

The “immense knowability,” in Kipling’s phrase, of the white residents of the outposts must 
in the first place have enticed one so much interested in the delicate balance of motive and 
conduct, the hidden springs of which white men in civilization are trained to conceal. In 
Europe the writer may project his own personality behind the masks, but in a hotel lobby or 
club room in Tahiti, or on the beach at Apia, white men, even Englishmen, are more likely to
tell the unexpurgated stories of their lives, as men sometimes do to casual acquaintances in 
the lonely places… there were just about as many bubbles of pretense and convention to be 
burst in the outposts as in the same levels of European civilization, before it was transposed 
from the drawing-room to the coral strand. (Marchand, “The Exoticism of Somerset 
Maugham” 318-20)

Richard A. Cordell touched lightly on the exotic fiction in his chapter on Maugham’s short 

7. Leslie A. Marchand (1900-99) was a professor of English at Rutgers University.
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stories in W. Somerset Maugham (1937),8 remarking that “More than half the stories have a setting in 

the Far East, with British colonials, natives and half-castes as characters. A multitude of readers 

know Somerset Maugham only as the author of these exotic tales.” (Cordell, W. Somerset Maugham 

247) Cordell sees Maugham as a writer whose larger theme is the exploration of “unanticipated 

human behavior” and whose outlook on life was opposed to that of the moralists: he notes that the 

exotic setting provided Maugham with a particularly fertile ground for exploration of this theme:

Ah King might as well have been named The Unaccountability of Men. These stories show man 
under emotional stress behaving not like chemicals in a test-tube but in unpredictable and 
startling fashion. The rigid moralist would like to fix cause and effect absolutely. He would 
have us believe that a certain action inevitably brings a certain remorse or shame; another 
action inevitably brings exultation or satisfaction. Somerset Maugham rejects the conception 
of an orderly moral universe—for no two people are the same, and absolute truth does not 
exist. (275-76)

Laurence Brander’s Somerset Maugham: A Guide (1963)9 highlights the importance of 

Maugham’s exotic short stories, noting that they have come to color the public perception of 

Maugham himself—despite representing only a small proportion of his total output as a writer—and

to shape public perceptions of British colonial officials and expatriates in the tropics (Brander, 

Somerset Maugham: A Guide 102-03). Brander notes that although the background characters in these 

8. Richard A. Cordell (1896-1986) was a professor of English literature at Purdue University. His 
1937 study of Maugham was revised and republished in 1961 as W. Somerset Maugham: A Biographical 
and Critical Study and later reissued as Somerset Maugham: A Writer for All Seasons (1969).

9. Laurence Brander was the intelligence officer of the Indian Section of the BBC in the early 1940s 
and a colleague of George Orwell during his “two wasted years” at the BBC (Bhatt, Psychological 
Warfare and India 252). He later served as director of the Publications Department at the British 
Council and was the author of guides to numerous English writers including E. M. Forster, George 
Orwell, as well as Somerset Maugham.
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stories may be decent and honorable, those at the center of the tale are “nearly always very odd” 

(101). Regarding The Casuarina Tree, Brander’s verdict is that “every one of these stories is 

unpleasant and every one is an accomplished piece of fiction-writing” (110); of Ah King he remarks 

that “On the one hand their sordid stories are easy to read and on the other their unpleasantness is 

intensified when we recollect them” (116). Noting the controversy that these stories provoked—“the 

charge was that he had smeared a whole community, the English people who lived in all the 

territories from Singapore to Hong Kong” (101)—Brander suggests that what is problematic 

regarding these stories is that Maugham never attempts to redress the balance to show the positive 

contributions made by these communities, as he did in his writings on India:

His criticisms of the English in India were valid. They were philistine. The society they 
made for themselves was often trivial and pretentious and the women were generally in the 
way. When Maugham comes to redressing the balance by praising what can be praised, he is 
more generous than he ever was about expatriates in Malaya. His tribute to the young 
Englishmen in the services in India is magnificent and he does not forget the ordinary 
soldier who kept the peace for four hundred million people for a shilling a day. Few passing 
travelers were as perceptive as Maugham in realizing the cost of Empire to young 
Englishmen. (103)

Anthony Curtis in The Pattern of Maugham (1974)10 suggests that the exotic setting allowed 

Maugham “to examine far greater extremes of behavior than might occur within the confines of a 

London drawing-room. Such crimes passionels, apparently so foreign to the English temperament, as 

wife killing lover, lover killing husband, could be made to seem not merely possible and probable but

indeed inevitable in the harsh light of a tropical sun” (Curtis, Pattern of Maugham 155). Curtis 

10. Anthony Curtis (1926-2014) was the arts and literary editor for several leading English 
newspapers and the author of studies of Henry James, Virginia Woolf, and Maugham.
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identifies two major patterns running through the stories: the first is that “contact with native blood 

through sex leads always to disaster,” and the second is “to be at all intellectually or literary-minded” 

(160), as in the case of the young District Officer nicknamed “Powder Puff Percy” in “The Door of 

Opportunity.” In showing this “contempt for the intellectual in the world of action,” Maugham 

“emerges as an absolutely typical member of his class and background, the archetypal old boy of The 

King’s School, Canterbury, as it was in the bad old days of Of Human Bondage” (161). Curtis suggests

that Maugham was “capable of identifying only with the ruling caste” and “does not grant his native 

characters fictional parity of esteem with his white ones: they are either sinister, shadowy figures in 

the background… or they are mere agents of the white man’s degeneration with occult powers to 

help them sometimes” (159). The overall picture Maugham paints of the lot of the British expatriate 

in the Far East, Curtis concludes, is not encouraging:

If one tries to sum up his fictional examination of the white middle-class European who went
to spend his life working among the native population in one of the colonial possessions, the 
picture is not a heartening one… Those who go out with high ideals…end up as pathetic 
clowns; those who go to rediscover a lost Eden become degraded by pleasure and sloth; those
whom jealousy or greed provoke to the destruction of their own kind may live on unpunished
and flourish like the casuarina tree; those who regard the world well lost usually end in 
poverty and disillusion. (175)

Archie K. Loss11 devotes a chapter to “White Mischief: Maugham’s Short Fiction” in his W. 

Somerset Maugham (1987), but as Richard Costa points out in his review, “despite Loss’ felicitous 

style, there is no pleasure in it. It dutifully records that which has long been recorded” (Review of 

Archie K. Loss’s W. Somerset Maugham in English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920, 1988 387). 

11. Archie K. Loss (1939-2010) was a professor of English and American Studies at Penn State Erie, 
The Behrend College.
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Stanley Archer’s W. Somerset Maugham: A Study of the Short Fiction (1993), written for the Twayne's 

Studies in Short Fiction series, unfortunately “consists almost entirely of plot summaries with very 

little critical content” (Calder, Review of Stanley Archer’s W. Somerset Maugham: A Study of the Short 

Fiction in English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920, 1994 397).

Philip Holden’s Orienting Masculinity, Orienting Nation: W. Somerset Maugham’s Exotic Fiction 

(1996)12 brings a new set of critical concerns and a heightened critical sensitivity to the reading of the

exotic fiction. The study looks at Maugham’s fiction set in the South Pacific (The Moon and Sixpence, 

The Trembling of a Leaf); China and Hong Kong (On a Chinese Screen and The Painted Veil); Malaya 

and Borneo; the Malay Archipelago (The Narrow Corner) and India (The Razor’s Edge). With regard 

to the short stories set in Malaya and Borneo, Holden argues that they typically follow a pattern that

can be described as “transgression and containment”:

The typical Malayan short story involves a transaction between two men, a retelling of a 
story of transgression in the safety of London, or at least the local club. Shocking as the 
transgression is, it is always covered over, often by an agreement between the two men that, 
come what may, the show goes on. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the act of transgression most 
frequently centers around a white woman. (Holden, Orienting Masculinity 96)

Holden is not the first critic to note that many of Maugham’s stories involve love triangles, 

but he is the first to approach this question from a perspective informed by René Girard’s theory of 

mimetic desire via Eve Sedgwick’s work in Between Men. Holden draws a distinction between the 

12. Holden is also the author of several important works on Hugh Clifford (see note # on page #). 
Orienting Masculinity, Orienting Nation is a revised version of Holden’s University of British Columbia
doctoral dissertation, Colonizing Masculinity: The Creation of a Male British Subjectivity in the Oriental 
Fiction of W. Somerset Maugham (1994).
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triangular relations in Maugham’s short stories set in the South Pacific, in which “men compete for 

the ownership of a feminized landscape often directly personified by a native woman” and those set 

in Malaya and Borneo, in which “men compete and, through socially sanctioned bonds, collaborate in

the narration of a story in which a woman is not merely the passive spectator of the action, but rather

the protagonist” (102). Although Holden is keen to push back against the simplistic idea that 

“homosexual colonial authors such as Maugham and Forster misrepresented European women in the 

colonies because their sexuality made them inevitable ‘misogynists’” (99), he persuasively shows 

Maugham’s sexuality can be read into a short story such as “Neil Macadam,” in which it is clear that 

the object of the affections of the young naturalist of the story’s title is not Darya, the over-sexed 

Russian wife of Munro, the Scottish naturalist under whom he had come to Borneo to work, but 

Munro himself (the story’s denouement involves Macadam abandoning Darya to her fate in the 

jungle during a storm). A reading of “The Yellow Streak” suggests that the story—which on the 

surface concerns the anxiety experienced by Izzart, a man of mixed ancestry trying to “pass as white”

among his fellow colonial officials—has a secondary level as meaning as a tale about closeted 

homosexuality, with Maugham’s “own expressions of homophobia” playing a similar function to 

Izzart’s angry denials that he has any “native blood” in him (108). “The Letter,” in which Leslie 

Crosbie, a young married woman, murders her lover, Geoffrey Hammond, in a jealous rage on 

discovering that he is leaving her for a Chinese woman, also conforms to Holden’s overall pattern of 

transgression and containment, as even the crime of murder can be excused and papered over when 

it is committed by a young white woman of the correct class standing; as Hammond shows, the 

threat to the established order in this story comes from the Chinese characters, the sinister law clerk 
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Ong Chi Seng and the Chinese woman who was Geoffrey’s lover, who conspire together to blackmail

Leslie’s husband by withholding the letter they know will exonerate his wife.

Robert L. Calder’s examines Maugham’s role as a covert propagandist for the United 

Kingdom in the United States during the Second World War in Beware the British Serpent: The Role of

Writers in British Propaganda in the United States 1939-1945. Maugham’s short story “The Noblest Act,” 

which was published in the American periodical The Week in 1942 is a story of self-sacrifice in which 

Mrs. Farley, a long-term expatriate in Malaya who has been told she must return to England for 

medical treatment or die within a year, decides to stay on to accompany her husband, who as a doctor

is needed in the colony during wartime. As Calder notes, Maugham returned during the war to the 

familiar setting that he had made his own in The Casuarina Tree and Ah King, but used it to tell a 

radically different kind of story:

He had always observed the British imperial presence with a cynical and unsentimental eye, 
and many of the colonial stories had dealt, not with nobility and sacrifice but with weakness 
and decadence lying behind the spit-and-polish façade… There can be little doubt that 
Maugham’s late reversion to a Kiplingesque homage to British colonial administrators was a 
stance temporarily adopted for propaganda purposes. British imperialism remained the most 
serious impediment to American commitment to the war in Europe, and it was necessary to 
portray the British colonial presence as benign. “The Letter,” “The Outstation,” or 
“Footprints in the Jungle,” like all of Maugham’s Far East Stories, would have confirmed the 
worst American suspicions, but “The Noblest Act” argues for an archaic, nineteenth-century 
beneficent imperialism. (Calder, Beware the British Serpent 128-29)
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2. The Casuarina Tree

The short stories in this volume13 and in Ah King (1933) had almost all been previously 

published in magazines owned by the Hearst Corporation.14 Maugham’s On a Chinese Screen (1922), a

collection of short sketches of his travels in China in 1921, had attracted the attention of the editor-

in-chief of Hearst’s magazines, Ray Long, who wrote to Maugham to commission a series of short 

stories suitable for magazine publication at the extraordinary price of $2,500 per story, more than 

Maugham had earned in a year when he was starting out as a writer (Maugham, Cosmopolitans v; 

Morgan, Somerset Maugham 272). The stories in The Casuarina Tree and Ah King were typically 

published first in the United States in Hearst’s International magazine and subsequently in the United

Kingdom in Nash’s Magazine, although the order was reversed in a few cases.15 Although Ray Long 

13. The first edition of The Casuarina Tree was brought out by Heinemann in the United Kingdom, 
with a printing of 5,000 copies on 2 September 1926. It was followed by a near-simultaneous 
American first edition brought out by George H. Doran, with a printing of 5,000 copies on 17 
September 1926. It was reprinted in 1930 under the title The Letter: Stories of Crime by W. Somerset 
Maugham in January 1930 in a Collins Detective Club edition. (Toole-Stott, Maugham Bibliography 
91-92)

14. The exception is The Book-Bag (see note 29 on page 160).

15. Hearst’s International Nash’s Magazine

“Before the Party” January 1923 December 1922

“P. & O.” (“Bewitched”) February 1923 April 1923

“The Outstation” June 1924 August 1924

“The Force of Circumstance” January 1924 February 1924

“The Yellow Streak” August 1925 October 1925

“The Letter” April 1924 May 1924

Source: (Toole-Stott, Maugham Bibliography 202-04)
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died in 1935, Maugham continued to publish in various Hearst Corporation magazines, including 

Harper’s Bazaar and Good Housekeeping, into the 1940s.16

The preface to the collection dwells on the multitude of interpretations that can be placed on

its title. Maugham had been told that the casuarina tree plays a vital role in the ecology of mangrove 

swamps, reclaiming the soil so that eventually other trees can grow, at which point it itself will die 

off; this suggested to him the first wave of colonists in Malaya and Borneo whose pioneering efforts 

had made the country a suitable destination for “a more varied, but less adventurous generation…” 

(Maugham, Casuarina Tree vii). On learning that this idea was mistaken, Maugham reimagines the 

casuarina tree as a symbol of exile, “gray, rugged and sad, a little out of place in the wanton tropics” 

(viii) much like the British expatriates themselves. The tree has associations with story-telling: “if 

you stand in its shadow by the light of the full moon, you will hear, whispered mysteriously in its 

dark ramage, the secrets of the future” (vii).17 The preface concludes with the musing that “a symbol 

(as Master Francis Rabelais pointed out in a diverting chapter) can symbolize anything” (Maugham, 

Casuarina Tree viii).18

16. Stott-Toole suggests that “Ray Long lost his life because of his association with Maugham,” 
having been inspired to imitate Gauguin and move to the South Seas to become a painter after 
reading the typescript of Maugham’s The Moon and Sixpence: “He was over 50 but he threw up his 
job and went to live in one of the islands in the Pacific. He painted for a number of years, then 
decided he had no aptitude for it, and killed himself.” (107)

17. This association is mentioned in A Writer’s Notebook: “The natives call them talking trees and say 
that if you stand under them at midnight you will hear voices of unknown people telling you the 
secrets of the earth” (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook 200).

18. Maugham is probably referring to Rabelais’ discussion of the meaning of the colors of 
Gargantua’s livery; as it happens, the point of these chapters is not so much that a symbol can 
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Maugham cautioned against looking for the originals of the characters in his short stories in 

real individuals, remarking that “in the story called The Outstation the Resident was suggested by a 

British Consul I had known once in Spain and it was written years after his death, but I heard that 

the Resident of a district in Sarawak, which I described in the story, was much affronted because he 

thought I had him in mind” (Maugham, East and West xvii).19 However, it is clear from comparing 

Maugham’s travel journal, reprinted in A Writer’s Notebook (1949),20 with the short stories that they 

were in fact often very closely based on specific individuals Maugham and Haxton encountered on 

their travels and on experiences that they had (Mr. Warburton may, in fact, have been inspired by a 

symbolize anything but rather that the relationship between a symbol and its meaning should be 
based on universal law rather than arbitrarily assigned. The case under discussion is that Gargantua’s 
livery of blue and white signifies that he was a heaven-sent joy to his father. Rabelais shows how this 
meaning can be derived using “the Law of Nations, the jus gentium, the universal law”: if black is a 
universally accepted symbol of grief, white should logically symbolize joy; the association of blue 
with the heavens is assumed to be evident. Rabelais argues against blindly following handbooks such 
as The Blason of Colours (in which white signifies faith and blue firmness), which claim to provide the 
key to interpreting heraldic imagery but are based on the opinion of a single individual rather than 
on universal law. By arbitrarily dictating the interpretations of symbols and colors, such handbooks 
follow “the practice of tyrants, who intend their will alone to take the place of reason, not of the 
learned and wise who satisfy their readers with evident reasons” (Rabelais, Gargantua 494).

19. In a postscript added to later editions of The Casuarina Tree, Maugham enlarged on this theme, 
commenting that “some of the smaller communities in the countries washed by the South China Sea 
are very sensitive” and remarking that some people “seem to take a malicious pleasure in looking for 
the originals of the characters, especially if they are mean, foolish or vicious” when “actual people are
much too shadowy to serve as characters in a work of the imagination” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 
310).

20. As Maugham readily admits in correspondence with scholars such as Karl Pfeiffer and Klaus 
Jonas, he did not keep careful records of the exact dates of his travels and was understandably vague 
about the chronology of his travels by the time he was compiling A Writer’s Notebook in 1949. Other 
sources indicate that Maugham and Haxton traveled in the Straits Settlements, Federated Malay 
States, and Sarawak in 1921 (the journal entries in A Writer’s Notebook are misplaced under 1922).
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club secretary in Ceylon, who “is fond of talking of the titled persons he has known and of the 

generals and field-marshals with whom he was hail-fellow-well-met” (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook 

227)). The Resident in Borneo in “Before the Party” who “used to go to bed every night with a 

bottle of whiskey and empty it before morning” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 18) who is eventually 

murdered by his wife is modeled on an individual Maugham and Haxton met in Singapore who “was

Resident somewhere in British North Borneo” who had had similar drinking habits but had become a

teetotaler following an intervention by the Governor and marriage to a suitable young woman during

home leave in England (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook 213). The protagonist of “The Force of 

Circumstance,” who marries on home leave and brings his wife back to Malaya without her of his 

longstanding relationship with a Malay woman with whom he has several children, is clearly 

modeled on an Englishman they came across in Kuching who was born in Sarawak, “has a native wife

whom he does not care for and four half-caste children whom he is educating in Singapore to be 

clerks in Government offices in Sarawak” and “got engaged to a girl on one of his leaves in England, 

but the thought of his native family harassed him so that he broke off the engagement” (210). The 

central incident in “The Yellow Streak,” in which Izzart and Campion are almost killed by a tidal 

bore in Sarawak, is closely modeled on Maugham and Haxton’s brush with death under the same 

circumstances (204-09). Many of the phrases Maugham noted during his travels found their way 

into the short stories in only slightly modified form, e.g., in his journal he observed that the 

continual heat of the day in Sarawak was “like a Chinese melody, in the minor key, which exacerbates

the nerves by its monotony. The ear awaits a resolution which never comes.” (203) The short story 

“The Force of Circumstance” opens with a meditation on the heat of the day, which was “like an 
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Eastern melody, in the minor key, which exacerbates the nerves by its ambiguous monotony; and the 

ear awaits impatiently a resolution, but waits in vain” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 117).

i. “The Outstation”

It may be recalled that when the young Somerset Maugham was looking for a profession, “an

old friend of Henry Maugham’s was consulted about openings in the Civil Service, but he was 

dissuasive, explaining that since the introduction of a competitive examination it was in his view no 

longer quite the place for a gentleman to make his career” (Hastings, Secret Lives 35). In the late 

nineteenth century, there was a general effort to place recruitment for positions in the civil service of

the United Kingdom—including to its colonial branches—on a more professional basis by making 

appointments by entrance examinations, rather than the old system of appointments. This change 

was gradually and inconsistently introduced, e.g., when Frank Swettenham arrived in Singapore in 

1871, he was one of the first cadets to join the Straits Settlements Civil Service by virtue of 

succeeding in a competitive examination; his younger colleague Hugh Clifford was nominated to his 

cadetship in the Civil Service of the Protected Malay States, by a family friend (see page 72). The 

old system of nomination had the advantage of providing a convenient way to place the younger sons

of the gentry in positions throughout the Empire with fair prospects for advancement. Advanced 

education was by no means considered a prerequisite to enter the colonial civil service; to the 

contrary, there was a concern that excessive study would render young men unsuitable for a career 

that required a fair degree of physical toughness. Assumptions regarding class and character were 

also at work: there was an underlying belief that only Englishmen of gentlemanly origin would 

144



inspire the respect among the natives necessary for them to exercise leadership; men of lesser origins

would eventually betray themselves by showing that they lacked a sense of fair play, or otherwise 

behaving inappropriately.

The distinction between the two groups of men in the context of the branches of the civil 

service in Malaya is captured in an article by J. de Vere Allen. He remarks of the early days of the 

British civil service in the Malay States:

Among the Residents and Assistant Residents alone there were a wide diversity of social 
background and men could be found drawn by a variety of differing motives. Martin Lister 
was the younger son of a peer, Hugh Clifford the nephew of the seventh Lord (who had the 
additional and unusual distinction of being the grandson of a Cardinal) and Rodgers was 
born in a castle and went to Eton and Christchurch College, Oxford — already the mark of a 
Top Person. (Allen, “Malayan Civil Service” 155)

In addition to men of such elevated social origins, the branches of the civil service on the 

Malay Peninsula also attracted miscellaneous Englishmen—and even one or two Europeans of other 

nationalities—of diverse social backgrounds who were in some sense individualists and 

nonconformists, such as the adventurer Captain Speedy (see note 33 on page 28), who valued the 

freedom of action afforded by the frontier environment in which they operated. A different class of 

man—whom Allen refers to as “more calculating apparatchiki”—gravitated to positions in the Straits 

Settlements and later to those in the Malay States, as conditions and prospects improved with the 

consolidation of the British position. Many of this new group were graduates of Oxford, Cambridge,

and, to a lesser extent, Trinity College, Dublin. As university education made possible a degree of 

class mobility, those who succeeded in examinations for the colonial civil service tended to be 

ambitious members of the rising middle classes. There was a considerable degree of animosity 
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between the two groups: Frank Swettenham—who was representative of the old guard, even if he 

had been recruited by examination—remarked with apparent resentment that “there is a great virtue 

in the university education; for the British representative will accept, without question, almost any 

statement made by the man who can say, ‘When I was up at Oxford’” (Swettenham, “England, 

France and Siam” 465). His colleague Hugh Clifford devoted substantial attention to the issue in an 

after-dinner speech he made at the annual meeting of the North Borneo Company (see page 74), 

suggesting that while “it is possible to bring men out to the East at the age of twenty-three or 

twenty-four who have spent the whole of their time in learning various books in fitting themselves to

pass various examinations,” a training in mathematics, Greek, and Latin was useless compared with 

an apprenticeship started in-country at an early age, the only way in which the “gift of managing 

natives” could be acquired (“North Borneo Dinner,” Supplement to the London and China Telegraph, 

1899 8). Clifford was sufficiently preoccupied with the issue to make one of the characters in his 

novels, Maurice Curzon, a “one of the many victims of competitive examinations” (Clifford, 

Freelance of Today 9), meaning that he was physically and temperamentally well suited to becoming a 

colonial official but had lost out on the chance because he was not a good exam-taker. Even those 

passing through the region often saw fit to pass remark on the issue, e.g., Alleyne Ireland observed 

that no-one could visit the Federated Malay States “without being struck by the high character of 

that section of the Civil Service which was recruited by selection before the introduction of the cadet

system” (Ireland, Far Eastern Tropics 120). For their part, the Oxford and Cambridge men who came 

to dominate recruitment to the colonial civil service in Malaya towards at the close of the nineteenth

century resented the older generation, who they saw as monopolizing the attractive positions. In a 
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letter to the editor, two cadets complained:

Owing to the fact that all appointments in the service of the Malay States were filled until 
1896 by nomination and not by competitive examination, all the posts of any value or 
importance are held by men collected from all parts of the world and diverted from various 
occupations, as, for example, that of tea-planting in Ceylon. We do not say that the mixed 
nature of the service is a disadvantage; we merely state it as a fact. (“Eastern Cadetships,” 
The Times, 1898)

The plot of The Outstation is sufficiently well-known enough to need only brief rehearsal 

here. Mr. Warburton is the sole white man in charge of a remote district of Borneo, having come to 

the country in middle-age to take up a position as a minor colonial official after running through all 

his money as a young man. Priding himself on his acquaintance with the titled and socially 

prominent back home, in the tropics he keeps up his standards by wearing evening dress for dinner. 

Into his idyllic existence intrudes Mr. Cooper, a brash young man who was born in Barbados who has

been appointed his assistant. The two have clashing personalities and get on badly from the 

beginning. They have a serious falling out after Mr. Cooper laughs at Mr. Warburton’s name-

dropping over dinner of the lords and ladies he had known in his old life in England. The point of 

no return is passed when Warburton returns to his Residency to find that the stack of six-week-old 

newspapers that has been carefully set aside for him while he was away has already been perused by 

Cooper and lies in disarray about his bungalow. Cooper has a rough manner with his Malay and 

Dayak servants and eventually finds himself at loggerheads with them too. Warburton understands 

that if Cooper continues to treat his subordinates badly, it is likely to result in violent reprisal, but is 

sufficiently irritated by Cooper to decide to adopt a policy of “masterful inactivity.”21 One morning 

21. The phrase Sir John Lawrence used to describe his policy towards Afghanistan during his term as
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Cooper is found in bed with a kris in his heart, and Warburton’s life reverts to the happy state in 

which it was before Cooper arrived on the scene.

For the sake of a good story, Maugham exaggerates the difference between the old guard and 

the new guard, making Warburton, not just a member of the upper class, but an egregious snob and 

Cooper not a middle-class beneficiary of the examination system but a rough frontier type. 

Warburton comes by his appointment the old-fashioned way: “The only favor he asked of any of the 

great friends in whose daily company he had lived for years was a recommendation. The able man 

who was at that time Sultan of Sembulu took him into his service.” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 116) 

Just as the old guard in the colonial civil service enjoyed “uniformly good relations with the other 

races of Malaya” and “clearly liked Malayans” (Allen, “Malayan Civil Service” 157), Warburton comes

to feel a deep affection for his charges:

…little by little he conceived a deep love for the Malays. He interested himself in their 
habits and customs. He was never tired of listening to their talk. He admired their virtues, 
and with a smile and a shrug of the shoulders condoned their vices.

“In my day,” he would say, “I have been on intimate terms with some of the greatest 
gentlemen in England, but I have never known finer gentlemen than some well-born Malays 
whom I am proud to call my friends.”

…He had stated in his will that wherever he died he wished his body to be brought back to 
Sembulu, and buried among the people he loved within the sound of the softly flowing river. 
(Maugham, Casuarina Tree 118-19)

Cooper represents the tendency that the advocates of the old system feared would be 

encouraged if appointments to the colonial civil service were made on a more democratic basis:

Governor-General and Viceroy of India in the late nineteenth century.
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He was honest, just and painstaking, but he had no sympathy for the natives. It bitterly 
amused Mr. Warburton to observe that this man who looked upon himself as every man’s 
equal, should look upon so many men as his own inferiors. He was hard, he had no patience 
with the native mind, and he was a bully. Mr. Warburton very quickly realized that the 
Malays disliked and feared him. (129)

While Warburton prides himself on his fluency in Malay and his sympathetic manner with 

both his Malay and Dayak servants, Cooper’s attitude towards them is straightforwardly racist:

“The Malays are shy and very sensitive,” he said to him. “I think you will find that you will 
get much better results if you care always to be polite, patient and kindly.”

Cooper gave a short, grating laugh.

“I was born in Barbados and I was in Africa in the war. I don’t think there’s much about 
niggers that I don’t know.”

“I know nothing,” said Mr. Warburton acidly. “But we were not talking of them. We were 
talking of Malays.”

“Aren’t they niggers?”

“You are very ignorant,” replied Mr. Warburton.

He said no more. (120)

This piece of dialogue neatly throws into relief the contrast between Warburton and Cooper, 

and by implication that between the colonial administrators of the old generation and the new men 

entering the service. There can be no real doubt as to where the reader’s sympathies are supposed to 

lie: however ridiculous his social pretensions may be, Warburton has found a kind of redemption in 

the second act of his life in Borneo by throwing himself into the study of Malay and of various 

Dayak languages and by attempting to discharge his official responsibilities in a just and respectful 

manner; he would never subject the people under his benevolent rule to the kind of abuse that they 

receive at the hands of Cooper. Maugham may have had a figure such as Hugh Clifford in mind as a 

model for Warburton, as a man of gentlemanly origins in England who approaches Malay society 
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from a scholarly perspective and comes to see the Malays as “his” people (see page 76).

ii. “The Yellow Streak”

The idea of the inferiority complex of the colonized is one of the strands of thought that 

runs through Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks. Fanon suggests that as a result of the 

destruction and devaluation of his own culture that is part of the process of colonization, the 

colonized person aspires to become like the colonized: “The colonized is elevated above his jungle 

status in proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s cultural standards. He becomes whiter 

as he renounces his blackness, his jungle.” (Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks 9) This idea is illustrated 

by Fanon with respect to two different ways in which the inferiority complex can be expressed: the 

first is with respect to race and the second is with respect to language and culture. Fanon illustrates 

the racial inferiority complex through a reading of Mayotte Capécia’s semi-autobiographical novel Je 

suis Martiniquaise (1948). The aspiration of the Martinican woman who is the protagonist of the 

novel is to marry a white man: “I made up my mind that I could never love anyone but a white man, 

a blue-eyed blond, a Frenchman.” (32) Her romantic relationships with French men are motivated in

part by the desire to “win admittance into the white world” (42), but in a more profound sense to 

escape her own blackness:

We are thus put on notice that what Mayotte wants is a kind of lactification. For, in a word, 
the race must be whitened; every woman in Martinique knows this, says it, repeats it. 
Whiten the race, save the race, but not in the sense that one might think: not “preserve the 
uniqueness of that part of the world in which they grew up,” but make sure that it will be 
white. (33)

Fanon reads René Maran’s novel Un Homme Pareil aux Autres (1947), another semi-
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autobiographical work by a Martinican author, with a view to understanding how its protagonist, 

Jean Veneuse, grapples with the inferiority complex that afflicts him. The tragedy of Jean Veneuse is 

that although he was sent to be educated in France at a young age and has had a European cultural 

formation, in the context of French society of the day, he will always be perceived first as a black 

man from the Caribbean. He is thus always put into a false position when he enters social relations: 

while seeking the approval of the French men among whom he lives, he is forever on his guard 

against their rejection, and is thus is a permanent state of anxiety and self-doubt. Fanon’s psychiatric 

diagnosis is that such a person is an abandonment-neurotic, whose sense of lack of self-worth causes 

them to constantly seek approval from others, while constantly worrying that they will be found 

wanting and ultimately abandoned. Fanon quotes Germaine Geux’s comments on the abandonment 

neurosis:

Affective self-rejection invariably brings the abandonment-neurotic to an extremely painful 
and obsessive feeling of exclusion, of having no place anywhere, of being superfluous 
everywhere in an affective sense… “I am The Other” is an expression that I have heard time 
and again in the language of the abandonment-neurotic. To be “The Other” is to feel that 
one is always in a shaky position, to be always on guard, ready to be rejected and… 
unconsciously doing everything needed to bring about exactly this catastrophe.
(qtd. in 55)

If Fanon had been aware of the short story, he might have found in Maugham’s “The Yellow 

Streak” another illustration of his idea of the colonial inferiority complex, only in this case one 

centered on the situation of a man of mixed racial origins whose desire to pass as white and efforts to

disguise his true origins place him, like Jean Veneuse, in a false position with respect to the 

Englishmen he lives among. Brief rehearsal of the plot of the story may be helpful at this point: 
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Izzart22 is a young colonial official of Eurasian descent in the British administration in Borneo, he is 

dispatched to accompany Campion, a middle-aged mining engineer of working-class background, on 

an expedition (the class relations in this short story more or less mirror those in “The Outstation,” 

only in this story the older man is of lower social class). In an incident closely based on an actual 

experience Maugham had while traveling with Haxton in Sarawak in 1921,23 the boat in which they 

are traveling down a river is swept away by a tidal bore. During the crisis, Izzart acts to save his own 

life, leaving Campion to what seems like certain death. To Izzart’s surprise, Campion survives the 

ordeal, and afterward gives no indication of having noticed anything unusual in his companion’s 

behavior. On the journey back to the capital, Izzart is consumed by anxiety at the idea that Campion 

will tell the Resident what happened and he resolves to get in his version of the story first. However,

Campion beats him to it and his worst fears are realized: everyone has been laughing at him all 

along, and the principle he had tried so hard to disprove is shown to be correct: “Everyone knew you

couldn’t rely on Eurasians, sooner or later they would let you down” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 161). 

22. “Izzart” is a variant of the family name “Izzard” and an English dialect or archaic term for the 
letter “Z” possibly derived from Anglo-French li zedes or li zede, which, “misunderstood as 
l’izede…gave rise to a Middle English unrecorded izede, which is the explanation of the later izzard” 
(Sheldon, “Origin of the English Names of the Letters of the Alphabet” 74).Maugham may have 
chosen the name on account of its associations with the proverbial phrase “as crooked as an izzart”—
in the sense of the letter “Z”—meaning “deformed in person; perverse in disposition” (Wright, 
English Dialect Dictionary 334).

23. See Maugham’s travel journals for 1922 (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook 204-07). The incident took 
place near Simanggang (the modern town of Sri Aman, about two hundred kilometers from 
Kuching). An independent account is found in the memoir by A. B. Ward, formerly of the Sarawak 
Civil Service, which concludes “Luckily all escaped injury, but English literature nearly lost one of 
its most brilliant writers that day. (Ward, “Rajah’s Servant” 196-97)

152



From the beginning of his journey with Campion, Izzart is ill at ease:

Though they joked and laughed together, got drunk together, Izzart felt that there was no 
intimacy between them: for all the cordiality of their relations, they remained nothing but 
acquaintances. He was very sensitive to the impression he made on others, and behind 
Campion’s joviality he had felt a certain coolness; those shining blue eyes had summed him 
up…

He desired to be liked and admired. He wanted to be popular. He wished the people he met 
to take an inordinate fancy to him, so that he could either reject them or a trifle 
condescendingly bestow his friendship on them. His inclination was to be familiar with all 
and sundry, but he was held back by the fear of a rebuff; sometimes he had been uneasily 
conscious that his effusiveness surprised the persons he lavished it on. (207-08)

Izzart’s need to be constantly on his guard against the judgment of others means he lives in a 

constant state of mild anxiety, much like Maran’s Jean Veneuse, who remarks:

My vigilance, if one can call it that, is a safety-catch. Politely and artlessly I welcome the 
advances that are made to me. I accept and repay the drinks that are bought for me, I take 
part in the little social games that are played on deck, but I do not allow myself to be taken in
by the good will shown me, suspicious as I am of this excessive cordiality that has rather too 
quickly taken the place of the hostility in the midst of which they formerly tried to isolate 
me” (Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks 57-58).

The situation is not an exact analogy, as there is a certain degree of clarity in Jean Veneuse’s 

situation: he knows that he is perceived as “The Other” and waits to be rebuffed, while Izzart can 

never be sure how he is perceived by others. He lives in constant fear of being racially “outed” by his 

mother: “…Izzart felt fairly sure that no one in Sembulu knew anything about her, but he lived in 

terror lest someone, running across her in London, should write over to tell people that she was a 

half-caste” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 214) He is forever in danger of taking a comment the wrong 

way: after a night of drinking, Campion says to him:

“By God, Izzart, you’re looking green about the gills… I never saw such as filthy color.”

Izzart flushed. His swarthiness was always a sensitive point with him. But he forced himself 
to give a cheery laugh.
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“You see, I had a Spanish grandmother,” he answered, “and when I’m under the weather it 
always comes out. I remember at Harrow I fought a boy and licked him, because he called me
a damned half-caste.”

“You are dark,” said Hutchinson. “Do Malays ever ask you if you have any native blood in 
you?”

“Yes, damn their impudence.” (217)

Izzart’s sensitivities regarding his own ancestry are brought to the surface of his 

consciousness when he and Campion stop for the night at the house of a local official, Hutchinson, 

who “lived with a Malay girl, and had a couple of children by her” (211). In terms not unlike those 

highlighted by Fanon in Mayotte Capécia’s memoir, Izzart declares that “If I have any kiddies I’m 

going to see that they have a white mother.” His host’s reassurance that “when they’re your own it 

doesn’t seem to matter that they’ve got a touch of the tar-brush” (212) fails to reassure him, and he 

retires to sleep with his equanimity destroyed, raging to himself, “They’ve got no right to have 

them… they’ve got no chance in the world” (213). Just as Fanon describes Jean Veneuse as having 

“with the exception of such privileged sectors as his intellectual life or his profession…a deep-seated 

feeling of worthlessness” (Germaine Geux, qtd. in Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks 57), Izzart’s sense 

of personal insecurity can only be compensated for by his official position and external appearance of

success: “He had loved the army, and it was a bitter blow to him when, at the end of the war, he 

could not remain in it. His ambitions were simple. He wanted to have two thousand a year, give 

smart little dinners, go to parties and wear a uniform.” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 159) He worries 

that if his secret is revealed, it will change the way in which he is treated his peers:

He wondered whether by any chance the men at Kuala Solor with whom he was so hail-
fellow-well-met suspected he had native blood in him. He knew very well what to expect if 
they ever found out. They wouldn’t say he was gay and friendly then, they would say he was 
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damned familiar; and they would say he was inefficient and careless, as the half-castes were, 
and when he talked of marrying a white woman they would snigger. Oh, it was so unfair! 
What difference could it make, that drop of native blood in his veins, and yet because of it 
they would always be on the watch for the expected failure at the critical moment. Everyone 
knew that you couldn’t rely on Eurasians, sooner or later they would let you down… (160-61)

The cruelty of Maugham’s story is that Izzart is immediately put in a position in which his 

courage is put to the test, and he is found wanting during the tidal bore incident. He feels agonies of

remorse and self-pity following their escape: “He had behaved like a cad, but he was sorry, he would 

give anything to have the chance again, but anyone might have done what he did, and if Campion 

gave him away he was ruined. He could never stay in Sembulu; his name would be mud in Borneo 

and the Straits Settlements” (234). He becomes more convinced that others are aware of the truth: “a

thought came to him which made him go hot and cold; he knew the secret which he had guarded so 

long, was a secret to nobody. Why should he have those bright eyes and that swarthy skin? Why 

would he speak Malay wish such ease and have learned Dayak so quickly? Of course they knew. 

What a fool he was ever to think they believed that story of him, about the Spanish grandmother! 

They must have laughed up their sleeves when he told it, and behind his back they had called him a 

damned nigger” (240). The denouement of the story shows Izzart to have been deceived on all 

accounts. Campion has not, in fact, been aware of Izzart’s cowardice during their escape from the 

tidal bore and only learns about it when he brings it up. He suspects, correctly as it turns out, that 

when Izzart speaks to the Resident, his version of events will reflect badly on Campion. When Izzart

asks what would lead him to think this, his answer is “The yellow streak… have a cheroot, dear boy” 

(248). This phrase is presumably like the “touch of the tar-brush” encountered earlier; it indicates 

that Campion has been on to his secret from the beginning and feels as a result that he cannot count 
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on Izzart (“Everyone knew that you couldn’t rely on Eurasians, sooner or later they would let you 

down…”). The true test of Izzart’s character, it turns out, was not the encounter with the tidal bore 

itself but the account he gave of his actions to the Resident afterward; his inferiority complex thus 

gives rise to the self-fulfilling prophecy of the abandonment-neurotic cited by Fanon: “one is always 

in a shaky position, to be always on guard, ready to be rejected and… unconsciously doing 

everything needed to bring about exactly this catastrophe.”

iii. “The Letter”

The scandal on which this story was based is now well-known, having been uncovered by 

Norman Sherry in the 1970s.24 On the evening of April 23, 1911, Mrs. Ethel Proudlock, the wife of 

the Acting Headmaster of the Victoria Institute in Kuala Lumpur, shot and killed 

Mr. W. M. Steward, an expatriate mining manager, at her bungalow. Following a non-jury trial (the 

case was heard by a judge and two assessors), Mrs. Proudlock was found guilty of murder and 

24. Earlier critics such as Anthony Burgess understandably assumed that the story “was based on a 
real crime committed in Singapore while Maugham was there,” and suggested that this story put 
Maugham at risk of being accused of libel, remarking that “The Letter” was “one of the most 
dangerous stories of all” (Burgess, “Introduction to Maugham’s Malaysian Stories”). The search for 
the original story brought Norman Sherry to the Ai Hou Kee bar in Singapore, a now-defunct 
institution that was popular with members of the legal profession. A presumably rather elderly 
informant was able to fill in the details of the case that had riveted Singaporean society in the 1910’s, 
the Ethel Proudlock case (“Crime of Passion,” The Straits Times, 1976). Selina Hastings mentions that
Maugham learned of the story from E.A.S. Wagner, who had acted as Mrs. Proudlock’s defense 
lawyer (Hastings, Secret Lives ch. 9). Two recent studies examine the case: Eric Lawlor’s Murder on 
the Verandah: Love and Betrayal in British Malaya (1999)  and by Mary Kilcline Cody in her Australian
National University doctoral dissertation The Trial of Mrs. Proudlock: Law, Government and Society in 
British Malaya, 1911 (2012) .
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sentenced to death. She claimed to have acted in self-defense, having been threatened with rape by 

Steward. The verdict provoked outrage in the Straits Settlements, with members of the various 

communities collecting hundreds of signatures to petition the Sultan of Selangor to issue a pardon.25 

The case attracted a fair degree of international attention: one newspaper reported that “throughout 

the entire civilized part of India inhabited by white people deep sentiment is spreading for Mrs. 

Ethel Mabel Proudlock” (“Conviction Arouses Sympathy for Woman,” San Antonio Light, 1911), 

while another commented that “in this country it is generally believed that under similar 

circumstances a woman would be acquitted with very little deliberation on the part of the jury” 

(“Kills Man Defending Her Honor: English Woman Must Hang for her ‘Crime’,” Boston Post, 1911). 

A royal pardon was eventually granted, and both Mrs. Proudlock and her husband left the region to 

start new lives elsewhere.26 Maugham published his short story, which was loosely based on the case, 

in 1924 and the same year wrote an adaptation of it for the stage; the play The Letter enjoyed 

extraordinary popularity from the time it opened in the West End in February 1927 and has been the

subject of numerous adaptations for film and other media.27 Later editions of The Casuarina Tree 

25. The National Archives of Malaysia has in its collection petitions addressed to the Sultan of 
Selangor from the various communities in Singapore (i.e., Europeans, Indians, and Malays; there 
does not seem to have been a Chinese petition) and by the Old Boys of the Victoria Institute.

26. A teacher at the Victoria Institute established that after the trial the Proudlocks sailed for Canada
and lived in Manitoba for some years. Edith Proudlock and her daughter later moved to the United 
States, while her husband William Proudlock moved to Argentina, where he eventually became 
headmaster of a school (Chung, “A Murder at the V. I.”).

27. Maugham wrote the stage adaptation over the course of several weeks in Jamaica in 1924 
(Morgan, Somerset Maugham 278). The Letter, starring Gladys Cooper, premiered at the Playhouse 
Theater in the West End in February 1927 to enormous popular acclaim and would run for an 
extraordinary three hundred and fifty-eight performances. The Broadway production starring 
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were published under the title of The Letter: Stories of Crime by W. Somerset Maugham (see note 13 on 

page 140) in a somewhat disingenuous attempt to cash in on the popularity of the stage play. Buyers 

of this volume may have been disappointed with its contents: although four of the six stories in the 

collection deal with murder in some sense (if one counts the Malay woman’s curse that results in the 

death of her lover on board the “P. & O.”), “The Letter” is the only story in the collection that can 

in a sense be considered a detective story—or to use Edgar Allen Poe’s phrase, a tale of 

ratiocination—even if the position of the detective in the story is occupied by the lawyer, Mr. Joyce.

As with Poe’s more celebrated story, Maugham’s tale revolves around a letter which “gives its 

holder a certain power in a certain quarter where such power is extremely valuable” (Poe, “Purloined 

Letter” 181), i.e., the letter Leslie Crosbie sent to Geoffrey Hammond inviting him to visit her at 

home on the evening when she fatally shot him, which after Hammond’s death passes into the hands 

of the (unnamed) Chinese woman who was his lover. Like the letter which is removed by the 

Minister from the Queen’s boudoir in Poe’s tale, this letter carries with it the power of life or death: 

should the Chinese woman reveal its existence to the authorities, it will show that Mrs. Crosbie and 

Katharine Cornell premiered later the same year and was similarly well received. Over the 1927-28 
season, the play became a global phenomenon, with productions staged in Melbourne as well as a 
French-language version in Paris. On the strength of the success of the play, a film version soon 
followed with the 1929 Paramount Pictures full sound feature film The Letter starring Jeanne Eagels. 
The Warner Bros. version starring Bette Davis followed in 1940. Another Warner Bros. film, The 
Unfaithful (1947), transposed the plot of Maugham’s story from colonial Kuala Lumpur to 
contemporary Los Angeles. In the decades after Maugham’s death, The Letter has continued to be 
adapted to new contexts and genres, including foreign language film (Ukrainian director Kira 
Muratova’s 1987 Russian-language film Change of Fate), musical theater (Clark Gesner’s The Bloomers 
(2000), a transposition of the story to Virginia in 1930), and even opera in the 2009 production 
commissioned by the Santa Fe Opera, with music by Paul Moravec and libretto by Terry Teachout.
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Mr. Hammond were in fact lovers and cast doubt on her claim to have shot him in self-defense. As 

with Poe’s story, the letter is duplicated and they copy becomes a substitute for the original: the law 

clerk Ong Chi Seng arrives at Mr. Joyce’s office carrying a copy written in “the flowing hand which 

the Chinese were taught at the foreign schools” (Maugham, Casuarina Tree 271). The plot by the 

Chinese woman and her associates to extort ten thousand dollars—the entirety of his earnings in 

Malaya—from Mr. Crosbie for its safe return only succeeds because he is ignorant of the contents. It

is only after Mrs. Crosbie has been found not guilty and released that he realizes the truth regarding 

his wife and Mr. Hammond.

There are aspects of the famous interpretation of Poe’s story by Jacques Lacan that may 

inform our understanding of Maugham’s. In the first place, Lacan reminds us that there is something

in the nature of a letter between lovers that raises what is ultimately a question about the nature of 

communication:

If we could say that a letter has fulfilled its destiny after having served its function, the 
ceremony of returning letters would be a less commonly accepted way to bring to a close the 
extinguishing of the fires of Cupid’s festivities… For there to be purloined letters, we 
wonder, to whom does a letter belong?… Might a letter to which the sender retains certain 
rights then not belong altogether to the person to whom it is addressed? Or might it be that 
the latter was never the true addressee? (Lacan, Écrits 18-19)

The letter in Maugham’s tale becomes a “letter en souffrance” (21) which has come to rest in a 

place that was not its intended destination (i.e., in the Chinese woman’s hands, following Geoff 

Hammond’s death). In his failure to see the obvious until the very end, Mr. Crosbie’s position is like 

that of the king in Poe’s story, who practices “la politique de l’autruiche” (10) (i.e., the politics of the 

ostrich, burying one’s head in the sand) by not seeing the letter in the Queen’s boudoir when he 
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enters and not noticing the Minister’s substitution of another letter for it. Ultimately, the trajectory 

of the letter in both stories is brought to a halt through its exchange for “the signifier that most 

thoroughly annihilates every signification—namely, money” (27). What has been obvious all along is 

made clear to Mr. Crosbie when he reads the letter after handing over his life savings to the 

blackmailers, reminding us that “the letter always arrives at its destination” (30).

3. Ah King

The short stories collected in this volume are the continuation of the series commissioned by

Ray Long for publication in Hearst Corporation magazines.28 As with the stories in The Casuarina 

Tree, they were published first in magazine form in the United States and the United Kingdom. The 

one exception is “The Book-Bag,” which was rejected on the grounds that its content made it 

unsuitable for a general magazine audience.29 The material for The Casuarina Tree had been picked 

28. Hearst’s International Nash’s

“Footprints in the Jungle” January 1927 March 1927

“The Door of Opportunity” October 1931 December 1931

“The Vessel of Wrath” April 1931 May 1931

“The Right Thing is the Kind Thing”

(“The Back of Beyond”) July 1931 September 1931

“The Temptation of Neil MacAdam”

(“Neil MacAdam”) February 1932 April 1932

Source: (Toole-Stott, Maugham Bibliography 205-08)

29. In a note accompanying “The Book-Bag” in his 20 Best Short Stories in Ray Long’s 20 Years as an 
Editor (1932), Ray Long wrote that although he considered it the best of all the short stories he had 
published, he was legally obliged to reject it for publication: “And why? Because it deals with 
incest… we don’t print such things in our magazines. If we did, it’s quite possible that even cities 
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up on Maugham and Haxton’s travels in 1921; that for Ah King seems to have been gathered over the 

course of two trips to Southeast Asia: one in 1925-6 and another in 1929.30 Maugham remarked that 

“Footsteps in the Jungle” and “The Book-Bag,” along with one of the stories in The Casuarina Tree, 

“The Letter,” were told to him and he “had nothing to do but make them probable, coherent and 

dramatic” (Maugham, East and West xv). As with his earlier collection of short stories, the originals 

of many of the characters in Ah King are to be found in A Writer’s Notebook: the original of the 

District Officer Alban of “The Door of Opportunity” is a schoolteacher who has “been at Balliol and

is better educated and more widely read than the planters and Government officials with whom he 

must spend his life” and is given the nickname “Powder-Puff Percy” (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook 

240), while the Resident’s wife in “The Back of Beyond,” who “if he had not known that her family 

had for a century been in the Indian Civil Service he would have thought that she was a chorus girl” 

(Maugham, Ah King 235) corresponds to a Mrs. N., who “gives the impression that she might have 

been a chorus girl; as a matter of fact she comes from a family that has been busied with the East for 

other than Boston would get after us.” Maugham was gracious in accepting the rejection of the story, 
and wrote to Maugham to say that “he knew our United States well enough to realize that a story 
might well be published between book covers which could not appear between magazine covers.” 
(Long, 20 Best Short Stories 556). By the time Long wrote to Maugham to ask for permission to 
include the story in his anthology, a limited edition of 725 copies was already in preparation by 
Giuseppe Orioli—the first publisher of the unexpurgated version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover—in 
Florence (Raphael, Maugham and his World 78), but Maugham granted his permission anyway.

30. There is some disagreement in the scholarly biographies as to the exact details of these travels 
and their relationship to Maugham’s publications: according to Selina Hastings, the trip that resulted
in Ah King was from October 1925 to March 1926; this disagrees with Robert Calder’s assessment 
that this trip was when material for the last three stories in The Casuarina Tree was gathered 
(Hastings, Secret Lives ch. 10; Calder, Willie 193). Some of the entries in A Writer’s Notebook for 1929 
may be misplaced notes from travels in 1925-6.
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a hundred years” (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook 212).

The preface to Ah King indicates that Maugham decided to name the volume after a servant31

he engaged in Singapore to accompany him on his travels who showed a degree of emotion when it 

came time to part company that took him by surprise:

Then I saw that he was crying. I stared at him with amazement. An excellent servant, he had 
attended to all my wants for six months, but he had always seemed to me strangely detached;
he had been as indifferent to my praise as he was unconcerned at my reproofs. It had never 
occurred to me for an instant that he looked upon me as anything but an odd, rather silly 
person who paid his wages and gave him board and lodging. That he had any feeling for me 
had never entered my head. I was embarrassed. I felt a little uncomfortable. I knew that I 
had often been impatient with him, tiresome and exacting. I had never thought of him as a 
human being. He wept because he was leaving me. It is for these tears that I now give his 
name to this collection of stories that I invented while he was traveling with me. (Maugham, 
Ah King 3-4)

Particularly given Maugham’s problematic relationship to the issue of the virtual erasure of 

non-Europeans from his short stories (see page 125), it is a strange moment of admission of the 

limitations of his own empathy: “I had never thought of him as a human being.” It recalls a more 

egregious anecdote recounted by J. A. Froude half a century earlier: on a visit to Lady Augustus 

Loftus in New South Wales, the author had been amused to hear about a Chinese gardener in her 

employ who had announced his intention to leave her service because his uncle had arrived in the 

colony and he wished to join him:

We all laughed. It seemed so odd to us that a Chinaman should have an uncle, or, if he had, 
should know it and be proud of him. But why was it odd? Or what was there to laugh at? On 
thinking it over, I concluded that it was an admission that a Chinaman was a human being. 
Dogs and horses have sires and dames, but they have no “uncles.” An uncle is a peculiarly 

31. In the south of China, it is common to use the prefix 啊 ā before family names to form a 
nickname. Chinese translations of the story render the name 阿⾦ ā jīn.
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human relationship. And the heathen Chinee had thus unconsciously proved that he had a 
soul, and was a man and a brother—a man and a brother—in spite of the Yankees who admit 
the nigger to be their fellow-citizen, but will not admit the Chinaman. (Froude, Oceana 204)

i. “Footprints in the Jungle”

 This story is in a sense the archetype of Maugham’s Far Eastern tales: a narrator who can be 

assumed to be the fictionalized “Maugham” arrives at a remote outpost of the British Empire and is 

introduced into local society there over a stiff drink and a rubber of bridge at the Club. To the reader

familiar with this style of story, the very ordinariness of the people he meets—Mr. and Mrs. 

Cartwright—is in itself a hint that the story’s denouement will involve the revelation of a dark secret

that lies behind the façade of respectability. Major Gaze, the fourth party at their game of bridge, is 

himself a recognizable stock figure of this type of tale: the person posted to the outstation who is 

normally starved for company and finds the arrival of the “Maugham” character a welcome 

opportunity to indulge in conversation. Gaze’s narration, which begins as soon as the Cartwrights 

have left the Club, moves back in time twenty years to a scene that is almost identical to the frame 

story, with Gaze meeting the Cartwrights in the very same Club for the first time in many years. 

The observant reader will have already anticipated the outcome of the story shortly after its opening 

when the “Maugham” narrator happens to pass comment on the similarity between Cartwright and 

his daughter:

"Olive is the image of her father, isn’t she?"

Gaze gave me a sidelong glance.

"Cartwright isn’t her father. Mrs. Cartwright was a widow when he married her. Olive was 
born four months after her father’s death."
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"Oh!" (Maugham, Ah King 12)32

Like “The Letter” in The Casuarina Tree, “Footprints in the Jungle” is essentially a detective 

story, albeit one that subverts the conventions of the genre. In the mainstream detective story, the 

crime is solved through the powers of deduction of the investigator: this tradition begins with “The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue” and Poe’s other tales of “ratiocination” and continues through Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories in a direct line to contemporary television police 

procedurals. In Maugham’s story, “Major Gaze”—a name surely intended to be ironic—fails to see 

what should be obvious to everyone: that Mr. Cartwright is indeed the father of the girl who is 

presented to the world as his late friend Mr. Bronson’s daughter, and moreover that he conspired 

with Mrs. Bronson—now Mrs. Cartwright—in the murder of her late husband. Moreover, when new

evidence comes to light that contradicts the original hypothesis that Cartwright had been robbed by 

bandits as he cycled through the jungle with the coolies’ wages, i.e., the discovery of his watch and 

the cash that he was carrying with him at the time—Gaze fails to make an arrest or even to question 

32. The theme of posthumous paternity—and the questions that can arise regarding the legitimacy of
a child born after the father’s death—has a history in European literature that reaches back at least to
the time of Rabelais. In the section describing the curious birth of Gargantua, who was carried in his
mother’s womb for eleven months, Rabelais cites a long list of ancient authorities who affirm the 
idea that the child of widow can be considered the legitimate offspring of her late husband if it is 
born within eleven months of his death: “My Lords the Pantagruelists of old have spoken in 
conformity with what I say, declaring not only feasible but legitimate a child born to a wife eleven 
months after her husband’s death.” There is thus a two-month window following the death of her 
husband during which a widow may safely enter in relations with another man, knowing that her late
husband will be considered the legitimate heir: “By means of those laws, widow-women, for two 
months after the deaths of their husbands, can frankly play at bonkbum, pricking on regardless” 
(Rabelais, Gargantua ch. 3).
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the person who is by now evidently the murderer. Maugham employs an unusual narrative technique

in having Gaze relate the story as though he himself is unaware of its outcome, e.g., in the passage 

above when Gave tells “Maugham” that Mr. Cartwright is not Olive’s father, he is, of course, aware 

that Cartwright is, in fact, her father; this technique allows the narrative to unfold in such a way as to

make its denouement gradually obvious to the reader. As the “Maugham” character who narrates the 

frame story notes, by the time Gaze comes to the point the conclusion is obvious:

I have always thought the detective story a most diverting and ingenious variety of fiction, 
and have regretted that I never had the skill to write one, but I have read a good many, and I 
flatter myself it is rarely that I have not solved the mystery before it was disclosed to me; and
now for some time I had foreseen what Gaze was going to say, but when at last he said it I 
confess that it gave me, notwithstanding, somewhat of a shock. (Maugham, Ah King 43-44)

Twenty years have passed between the murder of Mr. Bronson and the present moment in 

which Major Gaze relates the incident to “Maugham,” during which time Mrs. Cartwright’s looks 

have faded, although she retains traces of the qualities that had once made her attractive, and Mr. 

Cartwright has been transformed into a “bowed, cadaverous, bald-headed old buffer with spectacles” 

(16). Although he knows him to be the murderer, Gaze has never arrested Mr. Cartwright out of fear

that the circumstantial nature of the evidence would not be enough to secure a conviction and out of 

a sense of delicacy with respect to Mrs. Cartwright: “Who could prove that the child that a perfectly 

decent, respectable woman had had four months after her husband’s death was not his child? No jury 

would have convicted Cartwright. I held my tongue and the Bronson murder was forgotten.” (46) 

Major Gaze reveals that he has an unusual attitude towards the question of crime and punishment, 

suggesting that “If you’d been a policeman as long as I have, you’d know it’s not what people do that 

really matters, it’s what they are” (47). As middle-class Europeans in a colonial situation whose 
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behavior conforms to the rules of colonial civility—they are “clubbable,” a valuable quality in a 

remote expatriate community—Gaze is inclined to treat them with a deference that he does not 

extend, for example, to the Chinese man who happens to find Mr. Bronson’s rusting watch in the 

jungle (who is briefly imprisoned, interrogated and then conscripted into the search for further 

evidence). This illustrates the idea of colonial privilege that Albert Memmi describes in The 

Colonizer and the Colonized: “to different degrees every colonizer is privileged, at least comparatively 

so, ultimately to the detriment of the colonized… if he is in trouble with the law, the police and even

justice will be more lenient toward him” (Memmi, Colonizer and Colonized 55-56). Memmi had 

described the elevation that the colonizer experiences as soon as he arrives in the colony, a 

phenomenon that was also pointed out to Maugham on his travels, e.g., in the Federated Malay 

States the secretary of a club records his displeasure at hearing the expatriate community complain 

about the “pains of exile” and notes that “all planters belong to the lower middle classes, and most of 

their wives, instead of having a house with plenty of servants and a motor-car, would at home be 

serving behind a counter” (Maugham, Writer’s Notebook entries for 1929). By having Major Gaze 

continue to live in the same community and on good terms with the Cartwrights long after the 

discovery of their involvement in a murder, Maugham provides a powerful illustration of one aspect 

of the “garrison mentality” at work, i.e., the tendency of European colonial societies to close ranks 

and keep up appearances. As the reader’s perspective is more or less aligned with that of the fictional

“Maugham” who provides the frame narrative, the story serves to reinforce these attitudes in the 

reader.
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ii. “The Door of Opportunity”

This is another story that is loosely based around a character that Maugham and Haxton 

came across in their travels in the Federated Malay States — a journal entry for 1929 reads:

L. K. He is known as Powder-puff Percy. He has been at Balliol and is much better educated 
and more widely read than the planters and the Government officials with whom he must 
spend his life. He started as a cadet and has now become a schoolmaster. He is a very good 
bridge-player and an excellent dancer. They complain of him that he is conceited, and he has 
aroused a furious antagonism in the community. He wears his clothes with a certain dash and
he is a good and amusing talker in the Oxford manner. He is slangy in a smart way and at 
the same time cultured. He has a vocabulary of his own. He is good-looking with something 
of an intellectual face, and he might be a young don or a professional dancer at a night club. 
()

There is more than a passing similarity between Maugham’s development of a story around 

the figure of “Powder-puff Percy” and one of Conrad’s lesser-known short stories, “The Return” 

(published in the volume of short stories Tales of Unrest in 1898). In Conrad’s story, a privileged and 

self-satisfied young man deviates from his routine one evening, returning directly by train from his 

job in the City of London to the apartment he shares with his wife of five years in the West End, 

instead of stopping at his club as was his usual habit. On arriving home, he finds a letter addressed to

him from his wife to tell him that she is leaving him for another man; much of the remainder of the 

story deals with the psychological effects on the young man of having his complacency shattered. In 

Maugham’s story, a man of very similar qualities returns to London by train but accompanied by his 

wife, with whom he is returning from several years service as a District Officer in the Federated 

Malay States. On arrival at their hotel, the young man in Maugham’s story leaves for his club; when 

he returns he finds that his wife has packed her belonging and announces that she is leaving him, 

only in this case the reason is that she cannot bear to with him after the display of cowardice for 
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which he was dismissed from his position in the F.M.S. The young man’s world shatters and he is 

reduced to tears in much the same manner as his counterpart in Conrad’s story. The young man in 

Conrad’s story is named “Alvan Hervey”; that in Maugham’s story is named “Alban Torel.” It seems 

evident that in writing this tale, Maugham was influenced by Conrad’s story, perhaps unconsciously, 

having read it many years earlier.33

As the story flashes back from the present moment in which Alban and his wife Anne are 

arriving back in London, the incident that led to Alban’s dismissal from the colonial civil service is 

gradually fleshed out. In contrast to the device of the “Maugham” figure to whom the tale is 

recounted over drinks at the club, this story employs a simple third-person narrator whose 

perspective is aligned with that of Alban’s wife. We learn that the one person who can tolerate 

Alban—whose superior manner quickly alienates him from his colleagues and the other members of 

local expatriate society—is Prynne, the manager of a rubber estate up the river, who lives with and 

has two children by a “native” (i.e., presumably Malay) woman. All is not well on Prynne’s estate: 

“the coolies were Chinese and infected with communist ideas” (Maugham, Ah King 68), and Alban 

33. The “anxiety of influence” is obviously at work in Maugham’s relationship to Conrad. Although 
he clearly read Conrad and was interested in similar themes—in particular, the lives of European 
expatriates in colonial settings—Maugham seems to have gone out of his way to avoid mentioning 
Conrad in his writings. A notable exception is in the final story in Ah King, “Neil MacAdam,” in 
which the scientist Munro is dismissive of Conrad, declaring that “the Borneo he described is not the
Borneo we know. He saw it from the deck of a merchant vessel and he was not an acute observer 
even of what he saw.” (Maugham, Ah King 259) Regarding this passage, Norman Sherry notes, 
“though fictional, I think it can be taken to represent Maugham’s own point of view” (Sherry, 
Conrad: The Critical Heritage 285). Jeffrey Meyers argues that Conrad’s novel Victory (1915) had a 
strong influence on Maugham’s novel The Narrow Corner and the short story “Rain” (Meyers, “‘Tis 
Pity she’s a Whore”; Meyers, Somerset Maugham).
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has already needed to imprison several individuals who were involved in disturbances. Prynne plans 

to send the Chinese workers back to China and replace them with migrants from Java. One day a 

group bearing the badly wounded assistant manager of the plantation arrives at the District Officer’s

door bringing the news that a general uprising has broken out on the estate, Prynne has been killed, 

and the office buildings have been set on fire. Alban is faced with a choice between attempting to 

quell the uprising with the small group of police he has on hand or waiting two days for 

reinforcements to arrive. Taking the position that it is too late to do anything about Prynne or the 

office buildings now, and not liking his chances in a fight between fewer than a dozen Englishmen 

and one hundred and fifteen Chinese insurgents, Alban chooses to wait for reinforcements. He is 

unmoved by his wife’s pleas on behalf of Prynne’s wife and children, who as non-Europeans, do not 

count for very much in his estimation, declaring, “I’m not going to risk my life and my policemen’s 

for the sake of a native woman and her half-caste brats” (73). Reinforcements eventually arrive in the

form of Captain Stratton and twenty Sikh soldiers serving under him, who join forces with the local 

police and a contingent of locals that Alban has recruited.

By the time Alban reaches the Prynne’s plantation, he is too late to save the day: Van 

Hasseldt, the “very big, very fat” Dutch manager of a timber camp twenty miles from the plantation,

has heard of the disturbances and has traveled with his assistant, head overseer, and a Dutch friend 

and together they have quickly put down the uprising:

Captain Stratton opened his eyes wide.

“Did you just stroll in as if it was a picnic?” he asked.

“Well, you don't think after all the years I’ve been in this country I’m going to let a couple of 
hundred chinks put the fear of God into me? I found them all scared out of their lives. One 
of them had the nerve to pull a gun on me and I blew his bloody brains out. And the rest 
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surrendered. I’ve got the leaders tied up. I was going to send a boat down to you this 
morning to come up and get them.” (80)

The ease with which the Dutchmen put down the uprising makes the abundance of caution 

with which Alban acted look like cowardice. When called to give an account of his actions, the 

Governor shows that he takes a dim view of his actions, remarking, “If the officers of this 

government had hesitated to take unjustifiable risks it would never have become a province of the 

British Empire.” Alban is informed that his actions have rendered his position untenable: “The 

utility of a government official depends very largely on his prestige, and I’m afraid his prestige is 

likely to be inconsiderable when he lies under the stigma of cowardice… your usefulness in the 

Service is no longer very great” (83). In spite of his cleverness and his Oxford education, Alban fails 

to understand that the colonial system of government that he serves is ultimately guaranteed by the 

willingness of its officers to use force—deadly, if necessary—and display physical courage. For all 

that she shares his dedication to art and literature, his wife understands this very well and is keenly 

sensitive to the social ostracism and mockery that follows them back to England (including the joke 

gift of the enormous powder-puff, a reference to the nick-name Powder-Puff Percy). In her eyes as 

well, Alban is utterly discredited: she tells him, “I would rather be the wife of a second-rate planter 

so long as he had the common human virtues of a man that the wife of a fake like you” (93).

The story is unusual among Maugham’s Far Eastern short stories for its engagement with the

theme of colonial violence: in the fictional universe he has created, the idea that any of the non-

European background figures might oppose the colonial order is rarely considered. It is surely 

significant that the actual act of violence—the shooting and killing of a Chinese plantation worker—
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is carried out not by an Englishman but by a Dutchman and that the uprising comes not from the 

Malays or other indigenous groups but from the Chinese (whose status as foreigners is underscored 

by the idea that Prynne plans to “send them back to China”). This has the subtle effect of 

simultaneously endorsing the necessity of rough justice on the colonial frontier without representing 

an Englishman as being the one dispensing it and of minimizing the idea that colonial rule was 

opposed by the Malays or other indigenous groups.

iii. “The Book-Bag”

Ray Long, the editor who commissioned and published Maugham’s Far Eastern short stories,

regarded “The Book Bag” as the finest short story to have ever have passed through his hands; 

however, it was also the only story by Maugham that he rejected, on the grounds that its treatment 

of the theme of incest made it unsuitable for magazine publication (see note 29 on page 160). 

Although Maugham claimed that this story had been recounted to him in more or less complete 

form on his travels, he was careful not to give any hint in A Writer’s Notebook or elsewhere as to the 

identity of the originals of the figures at the center of the story, i.e., the upper-class English planter 

and his sister. Various incidental details in the narrative correspond to notes Maugham made on his 

1922 visit to Sarawak;34 this is, however, no guarantee that the story was inspired by people he came 

34. Maugham seems to have referred to the notes he made in Sarawak in 1922 for local details in the 
short story, e.g., at the conclusion of the story, Featherstone hears the “fever-bird” (i.e. the Asiatic 
cuckoo or Malayan Brain-Fever Bird, cacomantis merulinus) and remarks that the bird’s song will 
make it difficult for him to sleep that night. In A Writer’s Notebook, Maugham noted that “It has three 
notes, and it just misses the fourth which would make the chord, and the ear waits for it 
maddeningly” (entries for 1922 Maugham, Writer’s Notebook). In the short story, he writes that it has 
“first three notes in a descending, chromatic scale, then five, then four. The varying notes of the scale
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across or heard of there. Other aspects of the story appear to correspond to incidents in Maugham’s 

later visit to Borneo.35

“The Book-Bag” is constructed in a manner that is virtually identical to “Footsteps in the 

Jungle.” In both stories, a writer—assumed to be Maugham himself—arrives at a remote outpost in 

the Federated Malay States and is taken under the wing of a local representative of colonial authority

(Major Gaze, the policeman, in “Footprints” and Mr. Featherstone, the District Officer, in “The 

Book-Bag”). The official introduces the writer into the social world of the local expatriate 

community over a game of bridge at the club, accompanied by drinks; as chance would have it, their 

companions at the bridge game are seemingly ordinary planters (the Cartwrights in “Footsteps,” Tim

Hardy in “The Book-Bag”) whose past conceals a scandalous secret (the murder of Mr. Bronson in 

succeeded one another with maddening persistence. One was compelled to listen and to count them, 
and because one did not know how many there would be it tortured one’s nerves.” (Maugham, Ah 
King 197). Similar descriptions can be found in sources such as Swettenham and Clifford’s Malay 
dictionary, which remarks that “its note is very irritating to the nerves when it has been repeated 
hundreds of times, and it has for this reason been called the ‘Brain fever bird’” (Clifford & 
Swettenham, Malay Dictionary s.v. "Chendrawaseh").

35. An entry in A Writer’s Notebook for 1929 describes Maugham’s audience with a boy sultan 
(presumably Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin of Brunei), to which he was accompanied by the British 
Resident, who offered pleasantries on his behalf. This episode may have provided the basis for the 
description of the audience with the sultan to which Featherstone accompanies the narrator in “The 
Book-Bag” (although the sultan in the story is a middle-aged man, not a boy). The observations 
Maugham made on the same visit to Borneo regarding the two classes of planters also seem to have 
informed his depiction of Tom Hardy. In his journal, Maugham notes the “class of planter who has 
been to a public school and perhaps a university. He has become a planter because he had no means 
of earning a living in England, and rubber planting is apparently the only occupation at which a man
can earn a salary without training or experience. He is often a little anxious to impress on you the 
fact that he is a gentleman born, but except that he leads a slightly different life when he goes to 
England on leave, his conversation and his interests are exactly the same as those of the others.”
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“Footsteps,” the incestuous relationship with his sister, Olive, and the sequence of events that led to 

her suicide in “The Book-Bag”). Moreover, it turns out in both stories that these planters and 

Maugham’s host used to live at another location in the Federated Malay States many years earlier 

and have by chance found themselves living in the same place again. The narrative thus moves 

between the present time and location of the frame narrative and the past time and location of the 

inset story, at which the transgressive act took place. The relationship of the frame narrative to the 

inset story in “The Book-Bag” is a tenuous one: the bag of books of the title is simply a device to 

introduce the theme of incest by way of the biography of Byron—and the story of the poet’s 

relationship with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh—that Featherstone borrows from the narrator, 

setting him on a train of thought that leads to his telling of the story of the unrequited love he 

entertained many years before for Olive Hardy, not realizing that no suitor could take her brother’s 

place in her heart.

There have been surprisingly few attempts at critical interpretation of the story. Robert 

Calder suggests that the incest theme is the product of displacement of Maugham’s own sexuality: 

“…the incest at the heart of “The Book-Bag” is actually a representation of a homosexual liaison, 

which could be considered a form of gender incest” (Calder, Willie 239). This argument has not 

found critical acceptance: Philip Holden rejects it as an “uncritical use of 1960s behavioral 

psychoanalysis” (Holden, Orienting Masculinity 9), while Gore Vidal deplores it as an example of the 

“witch-doctor approach to human behavior [that] still enjoys a vogue in academia” (Vidal, 

“Maugham’s Half & Half,” New York Review of Books). A more promising interpretative strategy may 

be to read the theme of incest for what it claims to be on the surface, not as a metaphor for 
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something else, and to look for meaning in Maugham’s invocation of this theme in the colonial 

setting. In Freudian psychoanalytic theory—perhaps at the height of its influence in the late 1920s 

and 30s when Maugham wrote this story—the family romance has central importance, as does the 

prohibition against incest. Freud’s explorations of the topic in Totem and Taboo (1913) showed that in 

hunter-gatherer societies—which he describes as “savages or half-savages” ("The Horror of Incest" 

Freud, Totem and Taboo)—, the incest prohibition is often a far more pronounced feature of social 

organization than it is in the industrialized world, and the penalties for violating the taboo are far 

more severe (in the case study of Australian aboriginal culture that gives the book its title, sexual 

relations are forbidden among followers of the same totem, a group that is much wider than 

immediate blood-relatives, and the penalty for violating the taboo is death). Lévi-Strauss would later

attribute a central importance to the incest prohibition in The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), 

both because the prohibition was paradoxically both a universal and culturally variable aspect of 

human society and because the imperative towards exogamous relationships provided the basis for 

relationships based on reciprocity between different groups: “The incest prohibition is at once on 

the threshold of culture, in culture, and in one sense… culture itself ” (12).

Maugham’s story dwells, to an unusual extent, on the divide between the cultivated world of 

the colonials and the untamed nature that lies beyond it: from Featherstone’s verandah, he observes, 

“The contrast between the trim lawns, so strangely English, and the savage growth of the jungle 

beyond pleasantly titillated the fancy” (Maugham, Ah King 156). As Tim Hardy comes into focus as 

the central character of the story, his physical and cultural refinement is stressed: “The only thing 

that had struck me when we were playing cards was that he had fine hands. It passed idly through 
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my mind that they were not the sort of hands I should have expected a planter to have… His were 

somewhat large, but very well formed, with peculiarly long fingers, and the nails were of an 

admirable shape. They were virile and yet oddly sensitive hands.” (163) Like Featherstone, Tim 

Hardy is a gentleman, which is what makes social intimacy between them possible in a way that it 

would not be between a colonial official and one of the ordinary planters: Featherstone remarks to 

the narrator that “Tim and Olive were of one’s own class, if you understand what I mean” (164) and 

notes that “we had more in common than most of the people there” (166). Tim and Olive are “the 

last of a rather old family… [with] a fine old house in Dorsetshire that had belonged to them for a 

good many generations” (165). They bring the standards of the English upper classes with them to 

Malaya: “Their living-room was like a drawing-room in an English country house” (167).

In their discussion of the application of the incest taboo in primitive cultures, both Freud 

and Lévi-Strauss cite case studies from Borneo and the Malay Archipelago (in both cases, the taboo 

is very strictly observed and enforced). Thus, even against the supposed backdrop of “primitive” or 

“savage” peoples, the taboo is universal. Those who violate it—Tim and Olive—are by all 

appearances extraordinary civilized representatives of the most advanced nation on the face of the 

earth, but are in this crucial respect more “savage” than any of the people who surround them.

iv. “The Back of Beyond”

There is a sense in Maugham’s penultimate Malayan short story that he was beginning to 

exhaust the possibilities for fiction of his raw material. Although from a structural point of view, 

“The Back of Beyond” differs from any of the other short stories in making use of a frame narrative 
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(that of George Moon, the Resident, who on the eve of his retirement receives an unexpected visit 

from Tom Saffary, a planter with whom he has had less than cordial relations in the past) that 

encloses two inset narratives (i.e. the story of how Tom discovered his wife’s infidelity following the 

death of her lover, and the story George Moon tells about meeting his ex-wife after many years of 

separation), each of the elements that compose the tale seem to be borrowed from another one of 

Maugham’s stories. The mysterious death at sea of “Knobby” Clarke recalls that of Gallagher, 

another planter, in “P. & O.” in The Casuarina Tree. George Moon, a bureaucrat who realizes on the 

eve of his retirement that his pursuit of an official career that has left him old beyond his years, is cut

from the same cloth as several of Maugham’s other senior colonial officials, such as the Resident in 

“The Door of Opportunity.”36 The friendship relationship between Saffary and Clarke—and the 

betrayal of this bond by Clarke’s affair with Saffary’s wife, Violet—recalls that between Mr. 

Cartwright and Mr. Bronson in “Footsteps in the Jungle.” Like Mrs. Crosbie in “The Letter,” Violet 

is “a plucky little woman.”

The title of the story was changed from “The Right Thing is the Kind Thing” to “The Back 

of Beyond” between the time of its publication in Hearst’s International and Ah King. The “right 

thing” that George Moon councils Saffary to do is to come to terms with his wife’s unfaithfulness—

after all, his romantic rival is already dead—and move on with their marriage. “Is one’s honor really 

36. This type of figure in Maugham’s far eastern short stories was probably inspired by more than 
one individual. However, an entry in A Writer’s Notebook for 1929 is strikingly similar to the 
description of George Moon: “The Resident Councilor. He is a little man, between fifty and fifty-
two, with gray hair and bushy gray eyebrows. He has a good profile and you can imagine that in 
youth he was good-looking. His blue eyes are tired now and his mouth with its thin lips is peevish.”
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concerned because one’s wife hops into bed with another man?” George asks, “We’re not crusaders, 

you and I, or Spanish grandees” (237-38). Moon’s story of how he divorced his wife over a minor 

affair decades earlier serves as a negative exemplar for the younger man. The fact that Saffary has 

beaten his wife to the point of unconsciousness on learning of her affair is neither here nor there: 

Moon assures him that it will have done her “a power of good” and that the larger challenge to 

overcome will be getting her to forgive his “generosity” in taking her back. There is a mild hint at 

remorse in Saffary’s expression of regret for having laid hands on his wife—“I'm sorry, Violet. I 

didn’t mean to do that. I’m dreadfully ashamed of myself. I never thought I could sink so low as to 

hit a woman.” (220)—but the perspective ultimately endorsed by the story is that of the Resident, 

who is depicted as a keen observer of human nature.

The conclusion of the story is perhaps one of the most enigmatic passages in Maugham’s 

writings: having sent Saffary on his way and feeling some degree of complacency in the supposed 

wisdom of the council he has been able to dispense, George Moon’s mind turns to a seemingly 

unrelated topic:

He continued to reflect upon human nature. A wintry smile hovered upon his thin and pallid
lips. He recalled with what interest in the dry creeks of certain places along the coast he had 
often stood and watched the Jumping Johnnies. There were hundreds of them sometimes, 
from little things of a couple of inches long to great fat fellows as long as your foot. They 
were the color of the mud they lived in. They sat and looked at you with large round eyes 
and then with a sudden dash buried themselves in their holes. It was extraordinary to see 
them scudding on their flappers over the surface of the mud. It teemed with them. They gave
you a fearful feeling that the mud itself was mysteriously become alive and an atavistic terror
froze your heart when you remembered that such creatures, but gigantic and terrible, were 
once the only inhabitants of the earth. There was something uncanny about them, but 
something amusing too. They reminded you very much of human beings. It was quite 
entertaining to stand there for half an hour and observe their gambols. (241-42)

177



At this moment, Maugham’s writing suddenly seems to move back in time to the previous 

century, when the anxieties provoked by Darwin’s discoveries became a common literary theme. The 

Jumping Johnny—better known as the mudskipper—is found on coastal mud-banks in mangrove 

swamps in Borneo and Malaya as well as other tropical and subtropical parts of the world. At low 

tides, the mud-skipper is able to survive for some hours outside water and even to move around by 

using its fins to “walk” to propel itself. To one who has read On the Origin of Species, the mud-skipper 

appears to illustrate the theory of evolution: it is a fish that appears to be literally in the process of 

transitioning to walking on the land. The “atavistic terror” inspired by the idea that the earth was 

once populated only by such monstrous forms—and the related thought of the kinship between 

humankind and ancient progenitors such as this—fills the Resident with horror, much as Ruskin 

shuddered at the thought of “the filthy heraldries which record the relation of humanity to the 

ascidian and the crocodile” (qtd. in Beer, Darwin’s Plots 11). The perspective that opens up at the 

conclusion of the story—an inhuman one, in which individual action is seen as insignificant from the

perspective of evolutionary time—is unexpectedly profound. It is a perspective that agrees 

temperamentally with the Resident, who sees “his life as a problem in higher mathematics, the 

working-out of which had required intense application of all his powers, but of which the result had 

not the least practical consequence” (Maugham, Ah King 200).

4. Other Short Stories Set in Malaya and Borneo

The stories in The Casuarina Tree and Ah King, with the exception of “The Vessel of Wrath,” 

are all set in the Federated Malay States and the parts of Borneo that were under British control 
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(i.e., British North Borneo and Sarawak) and represent almost the totality of Maugham’s short 

stories with this fictional setting. Two stories that had already been published in magazine form by 

1933 were not included in Ah King, i.e., “The End of the Flight” and “The Four Dutchmen.” One 

can only speculate as to why they were omitted: it may be to do with the fact that they mainly 

concern Dutch, not English, characters (although “The End of the Flight” is set in the familiar 

world of a British District Officer’s resident in Sarawak, the inset story concerns a Dutchman on the 

run from a mysterious character from Aceh who is determined to assassinate him). Three more 

stories appeared in magazine form after the publication of Ah King: “A Casual Affair” (1934), “The 

Buried Talent” (1934) and “Flotsam and Jetsam” (1940). These may well have been written at the 

same time as the others in Ah King but could not be published in book form as they had not yet 

appeared in the magazines that had commissioned them.37 On the other hand, “Flotsam and Jetsam,” 

which is in many respects inverts the conventions that Maugham had established in his other Far 

Eastern short stories may have been written long after the others in something of a spirit of self-

parody; otherwise it is a mystery why it would have gone unpublished for half a decade. Maugham 

wrote one other very short story with a Malayan setting, “The Noblest Act” (1940), which was a 

37. According to Stott’s bibliography, “The End of the Flight” was published in Harper’s Bazaar in 
January 1926 and reprinted in Nash’s Magazine in May 1926; “The Four Dutchmen” was published in 
International Magazine in December 1928 and reprinted in Nash’s Magazine in February 1929; “A 
Casual Affair” was printed in Nash’s Magazine in November 1934 and reprinted in International 
Magazine in April 1935. Stott appears to have overlooked or to have been unable to locate “Flotsam 
and Jetsam”; an online posting suggests that it appeared first in Cosmopolitan in July 1940 (Arsov, 
“Review of Creatures of Circumstance”). “The End of the Flight” and “The Four Dutchmen” appeared
in book form in Cosmopolitans (1938), “A Casual Affair” and “Flotsam and Jetsam” in Creatures of 
Circumstance (1947). “The Buried Talent” appears not to have been republished in book form during 
Maugham’s lifetime, for reasons that are mysterious.
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piece of wartime propaganda intended for an American audience during the Second World War in 

the periodical This Week (the act referred to in the title is the quiet self-sacrifice of an English 

doctor’s wife who stays on with him in Malaya, even though her health is failing there on account of 

the climate, and she will probably meet an early death, so that he can meet his war-time obligations, 

see page 139).38

i. “Flotsam and Jetsam”

Although this story features elements that are familiar from other Maugham stories—the 

planter’s wife who betrays him for his best friend; the crime of passion that goes unpunished; the 

white man born in-country who feels no connection with England, etc.—the hint of Gothic horror in

this short story gives it an atmosphere quite different to the short stories in The Casuarina Tree and 

Ah King. In contrast to the typical set-up of the Maugham story, in which a narrator who is usually a 

lightly fictionalized version of the author himself is received according to the codes of colonial 

civility by a fellow Englishman in a remote outpost of Empire and incorporated into the community 

through the shared rituals of the rubber of bridge and rounds of drinks at the club, in this story the 

outsider who arrives at a rubber plantation in a remote corner of Borneo is an Oxford-education 

anthropologist, Skelton—whose name evokes not just the medieval poet of the same name but also 

the “skeletons in the closet” revealed in the story—who comes not as an invited guest, but as a sick 

38. The story was not published in book form during Maugham’s lifetime; it was reprinted in 1984 in
Maugham, A Traveller in Romance 179-80.
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man in need of refuge, having contracted malaria after a long period of fieldwork among the Dayaks 

of the interior. In contrast to the liberal hospitality of the other hosts in Maugham’s short stories, 

Norman Grange, the owner of the estate to which Skelton has been brought in a barely conscious 

state, only receives Skelton as a guest out of a sense of obligation. In contrast to the relationships 

based on reciprocity between individuals of the same class background that are usually found in 

Maugham’s Far Eastern short stories, Skelton’s host turns out to be only too eager to accept payment

from his guest in the form of a gun. If it were not already clear that his host is nursing a terrible 

secret, the uncanny figure of Mrs. Grange appears periodically to talk with her guest, clumsily made 

up and suffering from a severe nervous tic that makes it “look as though she were constantly trying 

to brush something off her dress” (Maugham, Creatures of Circumstance 46). Having enjoyed modest 

success as an actress in her youth, we learn that she has suffered from isolation on the plantation to 

which she moved after marrying Mr. Grange and, although she has come to resent him bitterly, feels 

powerless at this stage of her life—having become prematurely old in her mid-forties due to the 

climate—to leave him and make a new start for herself in England or elsewhere.

The story plays out in a manner that deviates from Maugham’s typical pattern in which the 

host, having quickly found himself on intimate terms with his guest, unburdens himself of a terrible 

secret or tells a tale of transgression, secure in the knowledge that his guest is a temporary visitor to 

the community and will soon move on, taking the story with him. In “Flotsam and Jetsam,” Mrs. 

Grange drops broad hints as to the secret that is obviously burdening her and comes to the point of 

unburdening herself to Skelton on a number of occasions but ultimately fails to speak. The 

denouement comes after Skelton has departed: Mrs. Grange sits at her dresser and mirror and, in an 
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empty house, has the conversation with herself that she would have had with Skelton if she had had 

the courage. We learn that after some years of a loveless marriage to Mr. Grange, passion had 

entered her life in the form of an affair with Jack Carr, a planter who moves to an estate just across 

the river from them. Whatever she found lacking in Mr. Grange—a deficiency attributed to the fact 

that, although an Englishman in terms of descent, he was born in Sarawak, and thus has “an Eastern 

streak in him” meaning that “however hard he tried… could never be quite English” (50)—was 

present in Mr. Carr. It comes as no great surprise to the reader familiar with Maugham’s Far Eastern

short stories that the story concludes with the revelation of Mr. Grange shooting Mr. Carr on the 

banks of the river that runs between their plantations, or that the crime should have been 

immediately covered up. There is, however, a new note of horror and the uncanny that is lacking in 

most of Maugham’s stories in the somewhat operatic figure of Mrs. Grange narrating this tale in the 

solitude of an empty planter’s house:

She chattered away aloud, in that empty house, for the two boys, the cook, and the houseboy,
were in their own quarters, and the sound of her voice, ringing along the wooden floors, 
piercing the wooden walls, was like the uncanny, inhuman gibber of new wine fermenting in 
a vat. She spoke just as though Skelton were there, but so incoherently that if he had been, 
he would have had difficulty in following the story she told…

Her head twitching furiously, her hand agitated by that sinister, uncontrollable gesture, she 
looked in the untidy mess of her dressing table for her precious lipstick. She smeared it on 
her lips, and then, she didn't know why, on a freakish impulse daubed it all over her nose till 
she looked like a red-nosed comedian in a music hall. She looked at herself in the glass and 
burst out laughing.

"To hell with life!" she shouted. (52-53)

The story may thus be read as a kind of self-parody, or inversion of the conventions that 

Maugham had established in his earlier short stories.
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Conclusion

In a well-known essay about the “Raj revival” of the mid-1980s, during which television 

dramas set against the backdrop of the British Raj in India, such as The Jewel in the Crown (1984) and

The Far Pavilions (1984) were enthusiastically received by the British public, Salman Rushdie 

suggests that there is a connection between revivals of interest in Britain in the lost colonial empire 

and resurgences in conservative values. It was no coincidence that this “Raj revival” followed closely 

after the Falklands War: as Rushdie reminds us, Margaret Thatcher marked Britain’s victory in the 

South Atlantic—which demonstrated that Britain was still the nation that “had ruled a quarter of the

world”—by calling for a return to Victorian values (Rushdie, “Outside the Whale”).1 Nearly four 

decades later, a similar alignment of the cultural and political spheres can be observed in, on the one 

hand, a smaller Raj revival marked by the appearance of films such as Viceroy’s House (2017) and 

Victoria & Abdul (2017)2 and, on the other, the upsurge in feelings of popular nationalism tied to the 

campaign to withdraw the United Kingdom from the European Union. The desire to which Rushdie 

pointed—of recapturing the glory of the lost colonial empire—was also present in the rhetoric of 

1. See also Samuel, “Mrs. Thatcher’s Return to Victorian Values”.

2. Fatima Bhutto  writes that Viceroy’s House offers a “glossy imperial version of India’s traumatic 
partition that scandalously misrepresents the historical reality.” The responsibility of Louis 
Mountbatten and of the British administration in India in general for the mismanagement of the 
partition of India is downplayed in the film, which offers an alternative explanation for events in 
which a secret plot involving Winston Churchill and General Ismay is ultimately responsible for the 
manner in which events unfolded (the director, Gurinder Chadha, based the film in part on The 
Shadow of the Great Game: the Untold Story of India’s Partition (2005) by Narendra Singh Sarila, a 
former diplomat and aide-de-camp to Mountbatten). Simran Hans  describes Victoria & Abdul as the
“kind of historical revisionism... that, at best, works as a cute royalist fantasy and, at worst, dresses 
up its endorsement of colonialism and empire as something progressive.”



“Leave” Campaign during the 2016 United Kingdom European Union membership referendum, 

which suggested that “an exit from the EU would mean turning back to and embracing the 

Commonwealth,” a notion that has been described as “nothing but a cynical ploy and a form of 

nostalgia for the British Empire” (Namusoke, “A Divided Family”). The vision of a “global Britain” 

cut free from its European destiny is indeed one of which Disraeli would have approved, in which 

“England is no longer a mere European power; she is the metropolis of a great maritime empire, 

extending to the boundaries of the farthest ocean” (Buckle & Monypenny, Life of Disraeli IV 467).3

As many commentators have noted, the military interventions of the United Kingdom and 

the United States in Afghanistan, Iraq and the greater Middle East and North Africa region in the 

context of the Global War on Terrorism often have an uncanny resemblance to Britain’s imperial 

campaigns of the nineteenth century. William Dalrymple’s study of the First Anglo-Afghan War 

concludes with the observation that “The closer I looked, the more the West’s first disastrous 

entanglement in Afghanistan seemed to contain distant echoes of the neo-colonial adventures of our 

own day… the same tribal rivalries and the same battles were continuing to be fought in the same 

places 170 years later under the guise of new flags, new ideologies and new political puppeteers. The 

same cities were garrisoned by foreign troops speaking the same languages, and were being attacked 

from the same rings of hills and the same high passes.” (Dalrymple, Return of a King) The parallels 

with respect to Iraq are even more striking, e.g., former US Defense Secretary Dick Cheney’s 

3. Speech on the Schleswig-Holstein question. Despite British military assistance, Denmark had 
been defeated by the combined forces of Austria-Hungary and Prussia in the struggle to control this 
territory. For Disraeli, the episode illustrated the folly of England involving itself in the internal 
affairs of the continent.
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reassurance to the American people that “we will, in fact, be greeted as liberators” on the eve of the 

Iraq war in 2003 consciously or unconsciously echoed the words of Lt. Gen. Stanley Maude, the 

commander of the British forces to the people of Baghdad as he prepared to take the city in 1917: 

“our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or enemies, but as liberators” (see 

Fisk, Great War for Civilisation ch. 5). The British experience in Malaya, in addition to providing 

what is seen as the textbook case of a successful counter-insurgency campaign during the Malayan 

Emergency, has been the sources of ideas such as “winning hearts and minds” and “boots on the 

ground,” which have become part of the everyday vocabulary in which the current military 

interventions are discussed.4 Our contemporary media landscape reflects the geopolitical situation: 

much of popular entertainment has been colonized by dramas set against the backdrop of the British 

and American intelligence agencies and global counter-terrorism operations, e.g., the motion 

pictures Syriana (2005) and Zero Dark Thirty (2012), the television series Homeland (2011—) and Tom

Clancy's Jack Ryan (2018), etc. If, as the current study proposes, the literature of empire during the 

Victorian era was useful for propaganda purposes in shaping public attitudes that were supportive of 

the building of Britain’s overseas empire, the utility of television and film entertainment for 

4. General Sir Gerald Templer, British High Commissioner in Malaya during the Malayan 
Emergency, who successfully directed the counter-insurgency operations against the MCP from 1952
to ’54, is credited with having said in 1952 that “The answer [to the uprising] lies not in pouring 
more troops into the jungle, but in the hearts and minds of the people” (Dixon, “Hearts and Minds? 
British Counter-Insurgency from Malaya to Iraq” 362). The origin of the phrase “boots on the 
ground,” which during the First Gulf War became part of the popular vocabulary to describe the 
deployment of ground troops, is thought to have originated in Sir Robert Grainger Ker Thompson’s 
1966 study of counter-insurgency, in which he commented that “The only two prerequisite and 
enduring assets are brains and feet… the side which has its feet on the ground at the right time and 
in the right place will win” (Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency 171).
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analogous purposes in the present day is even greater.5

In both the academic study of the British Empire and its representation in popular culture, 

there is a tendency to privilege some regions over others. The literary anthologies that seek to reflect

the totality of the British experience of empire often pass over the British imperial experience in 

Southeast Asia in silence, e.g., the nearly 1,000-page An Anthology of Colonial and Postcolonial Short 

Fiction (2007), edited by Dean Baldwin and Patrick Quinn , does not contain a single example of 

literature from this part of the world, as it falls outside the areas from which the texts are selected, 

i.e., England, Ireland, Canada, the Caribbean, India/Pakistan, Africa, Australia and New Zealand. As

Ato Quayson notes in his introduction to The Cambridge History of Postcolonial Literature (2012), there

has historically been something of an implicit hierarchy in postcolonial studies as a discipline 

practiced in the Anglo-American academy resulting from its early focus on the experience of 

decolonization in “India, Africa and the various countries in the Caribbean that gained independence

from their European overlords in the twentieth century” (Quayson, The Cambridge History of 

Postcolonial Literature 12), which has led other parts of the world with their own experiences of 

5. The connection between state propaganda and the entertainment industry in the United States is 
relatively well understood: both the Department of Defense and the CIA have established liaison 
offices with the entertainment industry that provide access to resources such as military hardware, 
sensitive locations and other forms of support in return for editorial control over significant aspects 
of the script that go well beyond ensuring that the armed forces and intelligence services are 
portrayed in a positive light and into the realm of shaping public opinion on questions of foreign 
policy (see Alford & Secker, National Security Cinema). Far less is known about whatever connections
may exist between the (obviously much smaller) entertainment industry in the United Kingdom and 
the security services, although there is some evidence pointing to a similar relationship: according to 
its creator, David Wolstencroft, the television series Spooks (2002-11) received co-operation from 
MI-5 during the making of its first season (Lloyd, “The Appeal of Spooks,” Financial Times).
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empire to be de-prioritized. In an essay in The Routledge Companion to Postcolonial Studies (2007), 

Anshuman Mondal seeks to answer the question of why Southeast Asia often disappears from 

discussions of empire by suggesting that the conflicts of the Cold War era in this part of the world—

in particular, the Vietnam War—have led to the region becoming imaginatively “displaced from the 

history of decolonization and resituated primarily as an arena for the ideological struggle between 

capitalism and communism” (McLeod, The Routledge Companion to Postcolonial Studies 143).

In the domain of popular culture, the British colonial experience in Malaya and Borneo has 

fallen into almost complete obscurity: in contrast to the numerous feature films and television series 

set against the backdrop of the British Raj, there have really only been two feature films that touch 

on this period of British imperial history, Farewell to the King (1989) and The Sleeping Dictionary 

(2003), both of which not coincidentally are set in Borneo and depict the Dayak people as romantic 

primitives. The Sleeping Dictionary stars Jessica Alba as a young Dayak woman who is assigned the 

task of co-habiting with and teaching the Iban language to an idealistic young British colonial officer,

with predictable results. Farewell to the King—loosely based on Pierre Schoendoerffer’s novel L’Adieu 

au roi (1969)—is the story of Learoyd, an Irish-American soldier in the U.S. Army who escapes from

the Battle of Corregidor in the Philippines to wash up somewhere in Borneo, where the indigenous 

people nurse him back to health and ultimately proclaim him their leader. After living as a 

benevolent Kurtz-type figure for several years, the outside world intrudes in the form of British and 

American soldiers who have come to Learoyd to ask him to have his people join them in the struggle

against the Japanese. The historical content of the film is mostly invented—General MacArthur 

appears at one point to speak to Learoyd—but it is clearly at least partially inspired by the idea of 
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the Brooke dynasty in Sarawak, where the film was shot on location, and by the real-life story of 

Dayak involvement in the struggle against the Japanese occupation of Sarawak during the Second 

World War.

The historical amnesia about the British colonial experience in Malaya and Borneo is not, of 

course, restricted to this part of the world: as Salman Rushdie’s Mr. Sisodia stutters in The Satanic 

Verses, “The trouble with the Engenglish is that their hiss hiss history happened overseas, so they do 

do don’t know what it means” (351). As Ian Cobain reveals in The History Thieves, not a year has 

passed since the outbreak of World War I in 1914 during which British troops have not been 

deployed in combat in some part of the world, and yet—with the exception of the major conflicts 

such as the two world wars, the Korean War, the Falklands War and the Gulf Wars—awareness 

among the British public of the military operations being carried out in its name overseas has often 

been minimal. In cases such as British participation in the Dhofar War of 1962 to ’72, during which 

British military support enabled the Sultan of Oman to put down a rebellion against his autocratic 

rule—under which slavery was legal, and punishments such as amputations of limbs were practiced—

the British government of the day deliberately pursued a policy of suppressing information. Britain’s 

involvement in the reconquest of European colonies in Asia following World War II was also mostly 

kept out of the public eye, as was participation in skirmishes such as Malaysia’s Konfrontasi with 

Indonesia fought in the jungles of Borneo in the period immediately following the formation of 

Malaysia. As Cobain comments, such conflicts are “remembered in Britain only by those men who 

fought [in them], and their families” (90).
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Britain’s disengagement with its global empire was an extremely gradual process that played 

out over half a century, beginning with the post-Second World War granting of independence to 

India and Pakistan in 1947 and ending with the transfer of sovereignty over Hong Kong to the 

People’s Republic of China in 1997.6 As such, it has been part of the backdrop to national life in the 

United Kingdom for so long that it has been possible to ignore it. Moreover, particularly after the 

return of Hong Kong to the mainland—from the British point of view a singularly inauspicious 

event at which “the British forces who then took part in the flag lowering, moments before midnight,

looked… worn, weary and unkempt, their uniforms still damp from the rain-storm, their 

performance to be seen as either shabbily charming or unhappily threadbare” (Winchester, Pacific ch.

5), in stark contrast to their fresh-looking counterparts from the People’s Liberation Army—there 

was a desire among British political elites to consign the empire to the past and look to the future: in

an entry which leaked from his private journal of the handover, Prince Charles noted approvingly 

that Tony Blair “understands only too well the identity problem that Britain has with the loss of an 

empire and an inability to know what to do next. Introspection, cynicism and criticism seem to have 

become the order of the day and clearly he recognizes the need to find ways of overcoming apathy 

and loss of self-belief by finding a fresh national direction.” (Milmo & Judd, “A Breach of the 

Prince’s Trust?,” The Independent). It seems there is little desire to dwell on Britain’s imperial past: as 

6. Hong Kong was the last British overseas possession of major geopolitical and commercial 
importance. There are of course still fourteen overseas territories, from Gibraltar to the Falkland 
Islands, but they are small and geographically dispersed. The Empire continues to exist in symbolic 
and ceremonial form through the Commonwealth of Nations and in the status of the Queen of 
England as the head of state of various postcolonial states, from Papua New Guinea to the Solomon 
Islands.
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William Dalrymple notes,

For better or for worse, the British empire was the most important thing the British ever did.
It altered the course of history across the globe and shaped the modern world. It also led to 
the huge enrichment of Britain, just as, conversely, it led to the impoverishment of much of 
the rest of the non-European world. India and China, which until then had dominated global
manufacturing, were two of the biggest losers in this story, along with hundreds of thousands
of enslaved sub-Saharan Africans sent off on the middle passage to work in the plantations.

Yet much of the story of the empire is still absent from our history curriculum. My children 
learned the Tudors and the Nazis over and over again in history class but never came across a
whiff of Indian or Caribbean history. This means that they, like most people who go through 
the British education system, are wholly ill equipped to judge either the good or the bad in 
what we did to the rest of the world. (Dalrymple, “One Sure Way for Britain to Get Ahead,” 
The Guardian)

Other European countries have been more active in attempting to come to terms with their 

imperial legacies: the exhibition on “German Colonialism: Fragments Past and Present” at the 

Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin in Berlin in 2016 raised awareness of Germany’s 

comparatively short, albeit bloody, colonial history. “In the Shadow of Colonialism,” a permanent 

exhibition at the Weltmuseum in Vienna, examines the ways in which Austria was complicit in the 

system of European imperialism without itself possessing overseas colonies.7 As was noted during 

the exhibition in Berlin, a frank reassessment of the colonial past along similar lines was more or less

unthinkable in Britain:

…although Britain has other museums, from the British Museum downwards, with a range 
of imaginative historical programs, there is no official museum of British history of the kind 
that Germany now supports in the heart of Berlin, let alone a national museum dedicated 
principally to the imperial past. It is worth reflecting on why an official exhibition in London
about British colonialism, similar to the kind that is now running in Berlin about the 
German equivalent, is so inconceivable. It’s because it is too difficult and painful. Such an 

7. The idea of Austria’s “clean colonial past” is challenged by the work of scholars such as Walter 
Sauer (see Sauer, “Habsburg Colonial”).
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event would not be an act of collective national reflection, because that seems beyond us. The
passions of supporters and opponents alike would make any kind of consensus approach 
difficult. It would be a partisan political act. (“The Guardian View on the Colonial Past: A 
German Lesson for Britain,” The Guardian)

As Miranda Carter suggests, literature offers a particularly useful means of re-engaging with 

this aspect of Britain’s national history:

It is a mistake to neglect our colonial past. We should not want to become like Japan, a nation
that deliberately chose to forget the shame of the second world war. Japan has never 
apologized in the same way as Germany for its actions during the war, and has often seen 
itself as the victim of the conflict rather than the aggressor. In Britain, we haven’t truly 
processed our colonial history, and we should remind ourselves of it. One way cultures 
remember and digest the past is through stories, which is why the best of these colonial 
adventure stories deserve to be reread, in all their awkward ambivalence. (Carter, “British 
Readers and Writers Need to Embrace their Colonial Past,” The Guardian)

Carter’s point is one that the current study has tried repeatedly to make: it is entirely 

possible to concede that the literature which resulted from Britain’s experience as a colonial power is 

in many respect problematic and controversial while at the same time insisting on the value of 

studying these texts as a means of engaging with Britain’s imperial past in ways that go beyond what 

is possible through the study of history alone.
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