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rubber manufacturing, in conjunction with active foreign and local entrepreneurs, 
has been the establishment of a profitable and diversified industry. This utilizes 
local and regional raw materials, services, and expertise, making substantial 
contributions to export revenues and local employment. 

This reviewer, nonetheless, has criticisms of a generally fine and well-
constructed book. Little information is given about rubber manufacturing in 
neighbouring countries, especially Thailand and Indonesia, where doing this 
and exploring the many positive links and interactions would throw useful 
comparative light on the analyses. Again, not much is said about future growth 
under the current Malaysian circumstances of increasingly precarious government 
and widespread apparent corruption amongst ruling elites. Much will depend 
in this situation on companies’ ability to thrive as purely commercial ventures 
without official assistance. Finally, the reviewer judges it important to consistently 
date statistics in the many useful tables. Statistics for today’s situations should 
appropriately relate to the last one or two years before publication, but whether 
this is so is often not evident. 

These are small quibbles, however. The author should be congratulated on his 
substantial contribution which throws much light on a burgeoning and successful 
sector of the Malaysian economy. 

Colin Barlow                                  Australian National University

Taming the Wild: Aborigines and Racial 
Knowledge in Colonial Malaya

Sandra Khor Manickam

Singapore: NUS Press, 2015. 384 pp. ISBN: 978-9971-69-832-4

Sandra Khor Manickam’s book explores the history of the term ‘indigenous’ and 
‘aboriginal’ in colonial Malaya. Indigenous populations in Malaya have not been 
the focus of much study, which makes this book a timely contribution. Manickam 
strikingly begins the book with Malaysia’s ex-Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad’s 
controversial response in 2011 to the question posted on his blog on whether 
the Orang Asli (literally, Original People) had been on the Malay Peninsula 
before the Malays. By replying ‘(t)hey could be,’ Manickam argues that Mahathir 
effectively cast doubt on the ‘well-established anthropological position’ that the 
Orang Asli were truly indigenous (p. 1). Her subsequent chapters complicate 
this anthropological position as she expertly demonstrates racial categories were 
continually set and reset during the colonial period. In fact, scholarship remained 
highly speculative right up till 1957 when the focus of this book ends. 
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In order to highlight the unstable and dynamic category of ‘indigenous’ in 
colonial Malaya, Manickam relies mainly on the works of East India Company 
(EIC) officials such as Stamford Raffles, William Marsden, John Anderson, John 
Crawfurd, and Orientalist scholar John Leyden as well as their successors in the 
British colonial service such as T. J. Newbold, Hugh Clifford, R. O. Winstedt and 
James Richardson Logan. She also refers extensively to back issues of colonial 
publications such as Journal of the Straits/Malayan/Malaysian Branch of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, and the Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia. Up till 
the 1820s, the Malays were thought to be indigenous peoples of the Peninsula by 
East India Company officials. In the early decades of the nineteenth century as 
the EIC expanded their control over the Malacca Strait, a separate group, no less 
diverse than the Malays, emerged as the more authentically indigenous. The group 
remained invisible to EIC officials for some time and their main interlocutors were 
mostly Malays who relayed information on the indigenous peoples they came in 
contact with. These Malays even facilitated meetings between indigenous peoples 
and British scholar-bureaucrats (p. 41). Here, readers can glimpse how the Malays 
perceived the indigenous peoples, albeit mediated through these British scholar-
bureaucrats who disagreed about the origins of the Malays. William Marsden 
seemed to have arbitrarily changed his mind about the Malays being indigenous 
and native inhabitants of the Peninsula though they were indigenous to the 
archipelago, having originated from Palembang. Later, Raffles and Crawfurd 
distinguished the indigenous peoples even more from the Malays. Under the 
threat of the usurping Siamese forces in the 1820s, however, the Malays were again 
regarded as indigenous by John Anderson along with indigenous peoples in order 
to stave off Siamese influence (p. 36). Hence, the Malays had the right to rule the 
peninsula, he argues. Anderson was also responsible for introducing the new 
category of Orang Sakei or Sakai that came to dominate writing on indigenous 
peoples for the next century at least as a catch-all term for aborigines in Malaya 
of all origins. Yet, the following chapter proves that the term Sakai had multiple 
meanings in the Malay world. It was a term that was embedded in relations of 
personal dependence within complex social hierarchies centred around Malay 
rulers (p. 51). Indeed, one of the major achievements of Manickam’s book is that 
terms such as ‘indigenous’ and ‘Sakai’ were used differently in various contexts 
throughout the colonial period. 

Manickam succeeds in showing that anthropological research was very 
much intertwined with racial hierarchies during the colonial period. She 
convincingly argues that anthropology in Malaya was very much tied up with 
colonial efforts to control populations. Her book deftly details how ‘highly 
localized conceptualizations of aborigines, as well as governmental needs and 
global anthropological trends, contributed to the many-layered racial discourse 
on aborigines during the colonial period’ (p. 159). However, she is quick to point 
out that anthropology, despite being commonly thought to be the handmaiden of 
colonialism, had less of an impact in Malaya than in African territories. 

Manickam’s book could be one of the few works on the history of ideas in 
Southeast Asia since she focuses on the anthropologists and colonial scholar-
bureaucrats who produced knowledge just as much as on the knowledge they 
eventually produced. Chapters 5 and 6 focuses on influential scholars such as 
W. W. Skeat (who was actually a philologist) and Father Paul Schebesta (a Jesuit 
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priest) who were very much involved in international networks of anthropological 
knowledge and were committed to work within comparative frameworks, unlike 
their colonial predecessors. The most stimulating in-depth study in Manickam’s 
book is devoted to the fascinating figure of the scholar-bureaucrat Ivor H. 
N. Evans whose long-term posting in the British colonial civil service on the 
Peninsula and North Borneo made him the prime observer of indigenous peoples 
of Malaya in both locales. Remarkably, he worked against a waning colonial 
interest in indigenous peoples. Both he and Schebesta wrote against Skeat by 
reviving the Pan-Negrito Theory which linked the indigenous groups in Malaya 
with Africans. 

One of Manickam’s main aims is to demonstrate how human difference was 
conceptualized in Malay in the nineteenth century which, she says, serves as ‘an 
important foil to the hegemonic discourse of immutable spaces and aboriginality 
so prevalent in Malaysia today’ (p. 43). Through the writings of Munshi Abdullah 
explored in Chapter 2, she traces the rise of the terms ‘Jakun’ and ‘Orang Asal’. 
Munshi Abdullah’s Hikayat Abdullah emphasizes the othering of the ‘Jakun’, a 
group of people whose origins on the Peninsula were never precisely ascertained, 
though they probably lived in Johor. The term ‘Jakun’, Manickam surmised, refers 
more to mannerisms or behaviour rather than a distinct group of people. The 
question remains as to how the term ‘Jakun’, instead of other terms that denote(d) 
indigenous peoples such as Sakai and Semang, entered contemporary regular 
Malay usage as a derogatory term associated with lack of cultural sophistication 
and general backwardness. 

Since the arguments made in the book rely heavily on textual sources, a 
history of circulation of specific texts would be useful. How many copies and 
editions of each text were printed? How and where were they circulated? How 
often were they cited? The texts that Manickam examines were meant for specific 
audiences. For example, the dictionaries she cites were mostly meant for non-Malay 
speakers, i.e., fellow British colonial bureaucrats, produced by their colleagues. 
While one cannot write the history of ideas about Malaysia’s indigenous people 
without considering how indigenous people have been written about in Malay, the 
choice of Munshi Abdullah is a curious one, for he was an exceptional figure in 
the history of the Malay world. Manickam considers Munshi Abdullah’s works as 
providing a ‘Malay’ voice, but his works also belong to the same genre written at 
the behest of his British friends and meant for them to read. Not surprisingly, he 
adopted a patronizing attitude towards his fellow Malays as well. This outlook, 
along with his mixed heritage (part Indian and part Arab), limits the extent to 
which he offers a ‘Malay’ perspective. 

The word ‘Taming’ in the title of her book, Manickam claims, tells of a way 
of knowing and a process of change within colonial contexts through effects of 
resource extraction and development in British colonial Malaya (p. 8). Chapters 
1 and 2 focus on the former exclusively as they trace the rise and sometimes 
decline of terms such as ‘indigeneity’, ‘aborigines’, ‘Sakai’, and ‘Jakun’ in colonial 
literature. Chapter 3 focuses on the latter by examining colonial policies pertaining 
to indigenous populations of Selangor and Perak more closely. Chapter 4 focuses 
on racial classification in the development of the census. Land policies and 
census-taking methods hinged on the assumption that indigenous populations 
remained where they were. What happened when these populations moved across 
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states? How were these differences between Malays and indigenous populations 
institutionalized beyond land tenure policies, and the census? 

Historians of imperialism would definitely sympathize with Manickam’s 
complaint about the paucity of sources beyond colonial corpus. Indeed, the voices 
of colonial subjects tend to remain silent in colonial sources. The question remains 
as to how the different ethnic communities viewed themselves and each other. 
While Manickam’s book deeply explores the British colonial construction of the 
classification of aboriginal and indigenous races in Malaysia, we do not get a sense 
of how the indigenous people view(ed) themselves, unfortunately. 

However, even within the limited realm of colonial sources, much has been 
left out in this study which would have benefitted from more systematic archival 
research in the colonial archives in the UK. The Asia, Pacific and Africa Reading 
Room at the British Library holds the India Office Records which includes EIC 
Records on Malaya. Colonial correspondence, receipts, ship logbooks and other 
documents have been transcribed by hand in multiple volumes arranged by year. 
Even more crucial is the absence of records held in the National Archives in Kew 
Gardens in London that contain much information on various Malayan states from 
1888 onwards. In particular, Colonial Office records CO 435, 437, 438, 439, 474 and 
715 pertain to the Malay states on the Peninsula and are therefore relevant to this 
study. 

Post-independence, citizens of Malaysia were no longer bound by British 
views of the Orang Asli (indigenous peoples of West Malaysia) and Orang Asal 
(catch-all term for indigenous peoples of East and West Malaysia). The ruling 
elite need not subscribe to racial hierarchies perpetuated by the British colonial 
elite, but chose to do so. In fact the ‘gradations from wild Sakai to Malay’ (p. 97) 
that Manickam describes in her book disappeared as ethnic categories became 
sharper, and differences more stark. The history of racial relations in postcolonial 
Malaysia is understandably too detailed and nuanced to be addressed in the book. 
Under Mahathir’s regime, the Malaysian government enacted policies that literally 
deprived the Orang Asli of their land and other resources. Beyond mere rhetoric, 
these measures firmly cast doubt on the hold that Orang Asli had over their own 
land. Finally, while public discourse might focus on the concept of ‘Bumiputera’ 
(son of the soil, sometimes glossed as ‘indigenous’), and associated notions of 
indigeneity as the author implies, racial politics in contemporary Malaysia actually 
transcends notions of indigeneity, for it is based on ‘ketuanan Melayu’ (Malay 
dominance). 

Nurfadzilah Yahaya                              National University of Singapore


