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The latter decades of the 19® century saw a number of changes which affected
the religious environment tn Singapore and the perceptions which members
of different religious groups had of each other.

Among Muslims the rise of Islamic moderntsm as promoted by Muhammed
Abduh began to be widely discussed. and gradually became the dominant
force for religious reform and renewal in the Mushim community This took
shape as an intellectual movement by the 1890's with the rise of the Kaum
Muda in Stngapore and Malava Punty of religion was not. however. the only
Interest of the Kaum Muda. Their links to Islamic centres tn the Middle East
made 1t possibie for them to see social change from a broader perspective
Colontalism and modernity together with the Chnstian misstonary move-
ment. could be seen as world-wide social forces and not merely an expenence
of some Malays in urban centres. Assoctated with the reform movement was
the establishment of new types of social organisations among Musiims.
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Associated with the expanding work of the missionaries was the growty
of Christian schools in the last quarter of the century. In that period changes
in colontal support of private schools and increasing interest in English
language education by wealthy Chinese made it possible for Christian
schools to take the lead in English language education, with the enrolmen;
of the Anglo-Chinese School alone surpassing the long established Raffles
Institution in the 1890's. These new schools, particularly those of the
Presbvterians and Methodists, could serveasa focal point for rivalries among
Euro;;ans regarding the social role of religions. At a time when Methodists
were particularly outspoken regarding public morality an official of the
Raffles Institution questioned the government's wisdom in giving them
grants for thetr schools.! As importantly the predominance of Christian
schools in Singapore raised questions among non-Christians about which
religious and moral teachings would shape Singapore’'s youth.

Finally, among the Chinese a rising tide of Chinese nationalism was
bringing with it the destre for the strengthening of social values and personal
ethics in the Chinese community. These desires brought with them, however.
the question of which tnstitutions could provide the basis for a renewal of
Chinese identity and community strength. The problem was particularly
acute among the Chinese diaspora, for whom the agents which traditionally
created cohestveness and reinforced values were either absent or grealy
modified. It was also intensified by the growing influence of Christianity:
These (actors would lead to concrete efforts for areligious reform which would
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iate 19" and early 20% century Singapore. The first of these was an attack
on the Anglo Chinese School in the Singapore Press in 1896. The second was
an attack i the Malay press on the Christlan mission among Muslims at
pasit Panfang in 1913.

1. AN ATTACK ON THE ANGLO-CHINESE SCHOOL

The first of these incidents centered around the efforts of Methodist mission-
aries to both westernize, and evangelize. the sons of Singapore’s well-to-do
Chinese merchants. Among Singapore’'s missionaries. as opposed to those
Chrstian pastors serving expatriate churches, attitudes toward traditional
Chinese religions were generally negative. They were characterised as
chaotic. or superstitious, or simply “heathen®. Missionaries were overtly
evangelistic tn their approach to followers of these religions. with their major
methods being street preaching, visitation of homes (particularly in contact-
ing women). and preaching to the students in the schools. During the early
18%)'s the Malaysta Message, a Methodist magazine published in this pertod.
appealed tor “aggressive evangelism®™ and the preaching of the gospel. As
Elizabeth Ferris said in 1893, "Our aim is to get into as many of the homes
as possible. and while we teach faithfully English subjects. we want to teach
also about the Christ life.”? There were parents who objected to religious
teaching. but as Sophia Blackmore reported “usually the missionary had her
own way “’ At the same time the missionaries believed that Chinese culture
was backward and unsuited to the modern world or the Christian faith. The
English medium schools, even with a secular curriculum, were thus an
tmportant indirect evangelistic tool. The Methodist Education Committee
report of 1897 aptly captures this spirit.

The higher education of these Settlements, as in India. Is destined to be
through the medium of English It was a great victory won for the cause
of Chnstianity when Dr. Dufl and Governor Bentnck defeated the onen-
talists 1 the great controversy which deternuned that the English lan-
Quage and hterature. impregnated with Christian thought. was to sup-
plant the effete oriental hiterature Government is therefore. perhaps
unconsciously, doing a great missionary work It may be said that the
result 1s scepticisin toward all religion. rather than a true faith in Chris-
anity. but some one has said that scepticism is an impossible condition
for any people The human heart cannot rest in unbelief. so that how-
ever discouraging the situation may be at times. the ultimate result must
be the triumph of intelligent faith.*

In the earty 1890's there was much to confirm the missionary attitude.
The Anglo-Chinese School was founded by the Methodist misstonary William
Oldham in 1886 and had steadily expanded to become one of the most
'Mportant schools for Singapore's well-to-do Chinese community.® His
Xplicit intention was that the school should provide the means by which
the Methodtsts would have access to, and evangelise, the cream of Chinese
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His aims and methods gained the confldence of both

Chinese businessmen and the government. By 1896 the t:t;lt::;imcm of
ACS for the vear exceeded 1000 students, and its avera;é 2iends ce was
over 600." Al-though few of the students had converted to z har? ty. there
was little question as to the school’s effectiveness in makling] stianity a
respectable religion, and in creatinga generation of increasing |y westernised
young men. Nor were the Methodists apologetic about their ultimate inten-
tions. The principal of ACS wrote in 1896.

That Christian teachers in a mission school should exert such an
influence upon their pupils as to induce some of these to become Christian
is inevitable. and so we have never attempted to conceal our satisfaction that

this should be so.’ .

What the Methodists did not realise was that even as the school was
growing in stature it was becoming a symbol of the crisis of identity felt by
a growing number of voung Chinese scholars and professionals. In a time
of what C.M. Turnbull characterises as “confused loyalty among the Singa-
pore Chinese” it is not surprising that the Methodist Mission’s education
efforts should eventually come under attack.®

youth In Singapore.

Among some Chinese the kind of Westernising education which was so
beloved by the missionaries was bearing a somewhat different fruit from that
which theyv expected. Dr Lim Boon Keng had returned to Singapore in 1893
after receiving his medical degree at Edinburgh University. Upon his return
he continued todress in the English fashion. He joined the Straits Philosophi-
cal Society and with prominent European and English speaking Asian
leaders discussed philosophical questions of the day. He had been baptised
in Edinburgh. and the missionary establishment regarded him as an ally.
Yet there was another side to his return. Apparently spurred in part by the
embarrassment he suffered in front of students from China when he admitted
he did not read or write Chinese, and in part encouraged by his father-in-
law. a Confuctan scholar. he plunged into a study of both Chinese and
Confucianism when he arrived back in Singapore.® Even as he was actively
engaged in the European side of Singaporean soctety, he seems to have been
scarching for his own distinct identity, not the least tn the matter of religion.

His unorthodox reflections on his own religious {dentity and his attitude
toward Christianity were probably encouraged in the European. but notably
not missionary, circles in which he moved. The members of the Straits
Philosophical Society were men with a liberal education who held promtnent
positions in Singapore soctety. The institutions at which they were educated:

Oxford, Cambridge. and Edinburgh, were alive with the latest anthropolo#”
cal approaches to understanding religion, and critical approaches 10 evalu’
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ating religious teaching. Early in 1895 Rev. G.M Reith. pastor of the
expatriate Presbyterian Congregation, could suggest before this group that,
-what (s wanted. both for Christianity and Mohammedanism. is the rise of
a sound historical criticism. . .” and be assured that he would not offend
anvone's religious sensibilities. A broad minded humanism had come to
characterise religious thinking in this milieu.’* The missionaries. of course.
would hardly tolerate such views, but they were unaware or unconcerned
about what effects they would have on the thinking of Lim Boon Keng and
others like him.

Eight months after Reith held forth on the convergence of Christianity
and Islam. Lim Boon Keng expressed his own reflections about Christianity.
his adopted faith. and Confuclanism, a birthright he had never previously
claimed. He put these forward in a paper presented to the Straits Philosophi-
cal Society on October 12" of 1895.'* He began his reflections with a theory
of the genesis of religion in China which in both content and tone dittered
little from the approaches of the European scholarship to which he had been
exposed in Edinburgh. Lim suggested that all religions. including traditional
Chinese religions, had common sources and common aims. although he
distinguished between high ethical philosophies and the religion of the
*ignorant masses of mankind" who are “always ready to have their own work
done for them by others.”'? Popular Christianity and Chinese Buddhism he
believed shared common roots in Mithraism, with both the Buddha and Kuan
Yin. and Jesus and the Virgin Mary, being transformations of Mithra the Sun
God and Alitta. a Syrian goddess. He believed that Chinese Chnistians “are
essenuially Buddhist in thought™. Both religions succeeded because they
“gave the savage hordes a religion suitable to their understanding™."*

For Lim Christianity, taught by the missionaries as a religion of personal
salvation, had nothing to offer the Chinese which they did not already have.
It was “an exotic thorn in the side of China, the cause of rebellion, - ¢.4.. the
great Taipeng revolt, - the excuse for foreign aggrandisement. the object of
detestation by patriotic men.*** Christianity. if it was to succeed (n China,
must “adapt itself to the needs of the Chinese’ because “a Chinaman can
scarcely become a Christian in China without becoming almost completely
de-nationalised. The very social fabric of China must be broken up if the
Chinese as a whole become Christian.*'* Lim hoped that missionaries In
particular would change their ways and see “the common basis on which
all religions rest, and that all human creeds have a common object tn view.”

in contrast to his treatment of either Christianity or the popular Chinese
cults Lim suggested that the fundamental teachings of Confucius were
Wmtmmmebucdonekmdwmmwght. it was to Lim

2 “spiritualistic monotheism® which appealed “principally 1o our reason and
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reflection.”'® He acknowledged the phtlosophical appeal of Taoism. but fe),
{hat its ideals. ltke those of Jesus. would “ever remain a lofty but impracticy)
conception” while on the other hand “the universal usage of mankind hagq
conformed to the Confuctan aphorism fi.e. “return justice for injury”} ang
thus confirmed the wisdom of {t." Ultimately he concluded that “the woriq
requires a new religion. that will give us peace and happiness in life withoy
creating disputes and discussions which make living less endurable thap
before.”""

Given what Lim was thinking in 1895. it isn't difficult to see that, for
him. the proselytising efforts of the Anglo-Chinese School were the promotion
of a backward religion little better than the superstitions already prevalent
among the Chinese. Moreover they were linked hand in hand with an explicit
agenda of Westernization. While neither his Christian friends. nor the
missionaries. were aware of it. he had begun to see the Methodist schools
as a threat to his own efforts to find ways to revive traditional culture and
values among the Chinese in Singapore.'? Less than a year after presenting
his views to the Straits Philosophical Society, he expressed these convictions
in a more active form.

On July 25th of 1896, just as subscriptions were being taken among
wealthy Chinese for the building of a new Anglo-Chinese boarding school.
anonymous letters appeared in two Singapore newspapers accusing the
Methodist missionaries of forcing boys to become Christian. The letter wrnters
urged parents towithdraw their children from the Anglo-Chinese School The
effect was immediate. Not only did attendance drop. but donations for the
ambitious building project almost completely ceased. It was a new expenence
for the missionaries. They had encountered, and expected to encounter.
some personal resistance to and even animosity toward their evangelistc
efforts. Such opportunities to suffer for the gospel only increased their
fervour. But an attack on a key missionary institution at a vulnerable
moment was a political act which they had never anticipated. In orde: t0
respond to the letters in the press Willlam Shellabear. who at that ume
headed the Methodist Mission, and C.C. Kelso, the princtpal of the school.
sought the help of Lim Boon Keng. As a Christian they felt he might help
them deal with the letter writers and restore the image of the school. When
they visited him, they were surprised to find that he was among those who
had instigated the agitation against the school.*

Faced by this rebelliousness on the part of one so central to their vision
of the Christianization of Singapore, as well as the immediate threat to the
well-being of the school, the missionaries were forced to retreat somewhat
from their previously aggressive stance. Letters were written in the o€ alpress
by Kelso clatming that the Methodists did not compel students o attend
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religlous functions. Promises were made to provide alternative activities for
poys who preferred to stay away from chapel services. B.F. West. in the midst
of developing a school in Penang, ass~rted publicly that ‘Prott;stant Chris-
tanity has no compulsion in its methods, but seeks always and only to reach
the intellect and heart, and leaves everyone to make free choice of the truth
for himself."*' Lim and his companions had succeeded in giving notice to the
missionaries that they would no longer “have their own way" against Chinese
objections to using English medium education to promote conversion. For
their part missionaries became more particular about those with whom they
entrusted their institutions. When some of the trustees of the school admltte;i
being involved in the agitation they were forced to resign. They were replaced
by a group under Song Ong Siang, who had more sympathy for orthodox
Christian beliefs and missionary methods than did his friend Lim Boon
Keng.*

In many respects the agitation against the Anglo-Chinese School marks
the beginning of a new era in Chinese - Christian relations. Lim Boon Keng
would go on to take an even higher political profile, first in his leadership
of the Confucian Revival beginning in 1899, and then in the Anti-Opium
movement. Lim and his supporters had learned that accepting a western
education need not entail accepting the Christian religion. or even making
oneself open to pressure from Christian evangelists. With the Contucian
Revival they would go a step further, and by distinguishing between modern
education and a Christian world-view they would attempt to create their own
distinctively modern, yet also indigenous, religion and educational system.
The temporary setback suffered by the Anglo-Chinese School did not. in the
long run, open a larger place for Chinese education in Singapore. However,
for the missionaries the social contract had been redrawn. If they did not
respect the Chinese religious heritage out of theological conviction, they
would at least respect Chinese religious and cultural sensitivities out of a

realistic fear of further agitation.

2. AT ATTACK ON A CHRISTIAN MISSION TO THE MALAYS

The missionary understanding of Musitm responses to evangelistic efforts
was very early determined by the fairly high level of resistance Muslim
communities in Singapore offered to any missionary effort to carry out
evangelistic work, particularly outside of town in the Malay villages. Early
accounts of street corner evangelism in Arab Street tell of rowdy youths who
hurled verbal abuse, and occasional rotting vegetables, at the missionaries.®

Sophia Blackmore relates,
.~--lpartyofuouoedtopoutmhmmw!°mwme
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Toward actual Muslim converts to Christ
could be even more resistant. A Malay man named Haji Abdul Shukur

confessed himself a Christian after meeting with William Shellabear several
times In 1895 he was baptised in the Methodist church and renamed
Andreus » However. he suffered some physical abuse and was eventually
forced to leave Singapore because of threats to his life from a Muslim religious

leader.”’

In contrast to these negative experience the missionaries found that
under certain circumstances the Malay people could often be particularly
open and friendly. In the kampong where the missionaries had so much
difficulty finding a site for their Sunday Schools the Malay teacher of a
government school finally provided them with space to give more secular
lessons Malay literature printed by the missionaries, including Bible stories,
sold well both In Singapore town and its environs. Bible classes held in an
Arab street shop house by a Malay speaking Chinese convert to Christianity

attracted continual. and polite, interest from both the Jawi Peranakan and
Malays.
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Given the mixed experience on both sides it is not surprising that
missionaries saw Muslims primarily through the eyes of Christians working
in the dominantly Muslim socleties of the Middle East or sub-continent.
william Shellabear, who had specific charge of the mission to the Malays.
published in the Malaysia Message from 1893 onwards a number of articles
bv missionaries about the “problem” of Islam. Most of the presentations
c;n(rcd around the question of whether Islam in some way prepared people
to hear the “higher” message of the Gospel. Shellabear and most of the other
missionaries answered in the negative. Their analysis was determined
primarily by two ways of thinking. The first was their close identification of
Christian ideals with the individualism and rationalism of Anglo-American
culture and its dichotomising view of the material and spiritual dimensions
of reality.?” Their views were reflected in articles by Samuel Zwemer which
Shellabear published in the Malaysia Message along with his own. Zwemer's
major complaint was that popular Islam was frrational. an amalgam of
raditions and legends.™ Ordinary Muslims he regarded as largely ignorant
of whatever intellectual treasure Islam might possess.’’ Secondarily he
criticised Islam itself as being overly formal and ritualistic. lacking a true
ethic.

G .M. Reith, who seems representative of the liberally educated Singapore
establishment. took a different view. He argued that true Islam was identical
to true Christianity and true Judaism. He excluded from the true forms of
all these religions the bulk of their scriptures and virtually all of their
practices. seeing each as fundamentally ameans of enteringan unencumbered
spiritual relationship with the one true God. True to the tenor of his
enlightenment belief in progress. his one criticism of Islam was that unltke
Christianity it “left ftself no scope for healthy development”. In the tradition
of earlier Deists he praised islam for denying the divinity of Jesus. Ultimately
he felt both Christianity and Islam needed “the rise of a sound historical
criticism” so that the job of the Christian missionary was "to rouse a spirit
of inquiry and to instil the principles of true cnticism, in order that the
Mohammedans themselves may be enabled to rediscover Islam - the vital
principle of faith which 1s common to the three great religions of the world™#
Reith had supporters in Singapore society. The Free Press ran extracts of his
various lectures, and defended him against his detractors.® Yet his congre-
gation, with the majority of Singapore’s missionaries, could not accept his
views. At this point in the religious life of the colony ordinary Christians found
his opinions troubling. resulting in his eventual dismissal.’4

The second misstonary approach to analysing islam was to examine the
1ssue of revelation. The missionaries were predisposed to find fault with any
belief-system outside Christianity on the basis that only the latter possessed
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What little evidence we have of Singaporean Muslim opinion about
missionaries comes through the writings of the missionaries themselves. but
suggests that Malay Muslims of the period were dependent for their views
on those of Muslims in other colonial societies, mediated through the Arab
and Jawi Peranakan population. In the 1890’s Muslim reform movements
in Singapore were focused primarily on the need for literacy and literary
reform. and were just becoming conscious of the need to establish a new
Muslim identity in the face of modernisation and colonialism. Missionartes.

as representauives of these forces, did not appear to have been a matter of
specific concern.

From 1900 to 1912 there was minimal interaction in Singapore between
missionaries and Muslims. William Shellabear, who had been the driving
f:(:; bcfhlnd missionary outreach to the Malays, was in the Federated Malay
for .\ilala:;'rsmw‘:l:l :‘f!hts period. An attempt {n 1902 to build a medical clinic

short-lived. due less to Muslim than missionary dis-interest.
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not only at restoring religious purity, but also grappling directly with the
jmpact of modern social structures and institutions on Mushims. ﬁ:c Muslim
modernist press, notably Al Iman (founded in 1906) focused not only on
Muslim weakness. but of the ways in which colonialism and modernity
discouraged Muslim advancement. The problems of Malay Muslims were no
longer treated in terms of personal weaknesses which could be overcome with
religious resolve. They were treated. rather. as communal weaknesses
manifested in social activities which detracted from the advancement of the
community.*’

In the same decade that Muslim modernism began to make its impact
on Singaporean Muslims, the world-wide Christian missions movement
began a long period of re-evaluating the relationship of Christianity to other
religions. particularly with regard to practical efforts to evangelise their
followers. This re-evaluation, which came into concrete form at the Cairo
Conference in 1909 and the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in
1910, brought attention to two aspects of Islam which many missionarics
had overlooked or poorly understood. The first was that Islam was in the
midst of a period of ferment and renewal. Missionaries who had understood
Islam primarily through 19" century analysis of Muslim religious texts. or
through colonialist observations about Muslim customs. began to be aware
of the modernist and pan-Islamist movements, and began to adjust their
actvities in response to these. In Singapore those Christians with an interest
in Islam received this new awareness in different ways. depending on their
own experience with the Malay community. One event tn 1913 helped
revolutionise Christian missionary perceptions about the power of modemnist
Islam among Malays in Singapore, yet because it aflected only Christians
it seems to have gone virtually unnoticed in colonial society at large.

3. THE CONFRONTATION AT PASIR PANJANG.

By 1913 John Haffenden had been a resident of Singapore for over twenty
years, serving faithfully as the agent for the Briush and Foreign Bible Soctety.
When he retired from this service he chose to stay in Singapore and carry
out directly the work which his publications had supported for two decades,
the evangelization of the Malays. Like other missionanies before him. he had
tried a variety of approaches, most notably the distribution of Bibles and
tracts, without great success. In 1910 or 1911 he initiated a new approach.
one which showed a keen awareness of developments in Malay society. He
organised, in Pasir Panjang. a sports club for young Malay men. Sports clubs
had grown very popular among Malays tn the first decades of the century,
With more than 40 existing in 1913.% Haffenden’s club was. however. unique.
In addition to team sports, particularly football. Haffenden gathered the
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For most of early 1913 Haffenden was ill and William Shellabear, whe
assisted him from 1912 onward. was out of Singapore. Their football club
was therefore left to handle its own affairs. When Shellabear finally visited
the football club in June of 1913 he discovered that the Malay men who had
been meeting to study Christianity were in a state of fright and confusion.
In March the Malay paper Neracha had spoken out against the "Christian

club™.™ Haji Abbas had challenged its members to meet at the local surau,

Insva-Allah kita akan datang ke Pasir Panjang itu memberi ucapan di
surau itu d mespd-mesjid disana tentang perkara yang berkenaan dengan
agama Islam dan sebagainya. Dan kita harap sekalian kaum kita Islam
& sana hadir ke mesjid 1tu surau yang akan dinyatakan kepada tuan-
tuan di sana dahalu dari hari yang kita akan datang ke sana. Dan jika
penveru agama asing ada usaha berulang-ulang pada kaum kita Islam
maka kita vang beriman dengan agama kita tidak peka terlebih lagi patut
memberi nasthat tentang yang berkata dengan agama kita.

(God udling we will come to Pasir Panjang and give a speech at the surau
of one of the mosques there concerning rarious matters pertaining to the
Islwnu religwn We hope that the our entire Muslim community there will
be present at the surau of the mosque, which will be announced prior to
the duy we cone. And (f advocates of other religions are willing to return
to vwr Islanuc cormmunity then thuse of us who are fauhful to our religion

wdl not be so sensuwe (or viglany any longer and, as is proper, will give
aduvwe concermung what (s said with our religion ©

The confrontation did not materialize. The Malay members of Haffenden's
group interpreted Haji Abbas’ challenge as a threat to them personally. They
reported to Shellabear that Haji Abbas did come to the mosque with some
two score of his followers and challenged either the missionaries or the
participants in the sports club to make themselves known. The missionaris
regarded this as little better than thuggery, but admitted that the interve?”
tion of Neracha and its confrontational editor did succeed in cooling the

openness of the young men in Pasir Panjang toward their advances.”

In terms of Muslim understanding of Christian missions this interYe"
tion by Haji Abbas and Neracha is significant in two ways. Firstly it wes an
organized and publicized, rather than ad hoc, attack on an €8
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Christian missionary program among the Malays. Secondly it may have
helped prompt a broader attack on sports clubs and other western type social
organizations which was initiated in Neracha in June of the same year.*  In
any case, from this point onward the Muslim press would insure that
Christian evangelism among Muslims in Singapore and Malaya would be
scrutinized before the Muslim public and, when successful, would spur a
communal response.

The publicised challenge to the members of the Pasir Panjang sports club
likewise changed missionary perceptions about Islam in Singapore. In
August of 1913 Willlam Shellabear was asked to present a paper to the Straits
Philosophical Society on “The Influence of Islam on the Malay Race™. He used
the invitation as a chance to expand his research into Islam among Malays,
and to reflect on his own experiences. He read the works of Wilkinson.
Blagden. and Skeat which he had not previously seen, as well as ordering
Snouck Hurgronje's classic work “The Acehnese™.*?

Shellabear’s presentation showed a still narrow perspective toward Islam
as a religion. The knowledge Shellabear had of Malay soctety from reading
the Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society was primarily
oriented toward practical information for colonial administrators about
Malay customs and political precedents.* The same was true of the knowl-
edge he gleaned from Wilkinson's Papers on Malay Subjects. which was
intended for use by colonial administrators. Out of these and other sources
Shellabear quoted the views of Raffles, Marsden and Skeat, as well as
Wilkinson, on the nature of Malay society. Theirs were views weighted
toward, and appreciative of, ancient customs and adat (customary law). From
Samuel Zwemer Shellabear got his view of Arabian Islam. It was a view which
was harshly negative.*

As a result Shellabear tdealised the culture of the pre-Islamic Malays,
particularly the Mtnangkabaus, and the ctvilisation of the great Javanese
kingdoms which shaped that culture. He believed that these societies were
somewhat democratic, were monogamous, and forbade slavery. Every sub-
sequent change for the worse he attributed to Arab influences, which he
blamed for polygamy, piracy. the alave trade. and {with an irony he didn't
sec). for a fatlure to encourage vernacular education by their insistence that
the Quran be studied in Arabic.* Civilisation he defined primarily in terms
of material and technological attainments, or in terms of high moral
Slandards, as defined by Christianity. Thus he gave credit to his own people
for stable government and material advancement. He found that Islam had
R0t eliminated the vestiges of Hindu polytheism and magic in Malay culture,
Just as it had fasled. tn his view, to transform Arab culture. Being convinced
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that it was a religion of ritual rather than the heart. he attributed to it little

of religious value.*’
tion of civilisation. and his understanding of morality,

Shellabear's defini aper that Islam had done little to

jon of his p
predetermined the conclus
advance the Malays. Three influences on his thinking caused him to also

make a positive contribution to the debate on the role of Islam in Malay
society. The first was his religiously based conviction that all races were
equal: The second was his careful following of the Malay press in Singapore
over a period of nearly two decades. and particularly the work of Haji Abbas
and Neracha. This. in combination with the events at Pasir Panjang a few

months earlier. had alerted him to the growing significance of Muslim

reformist movements. The third influence was the views of R.J. Wilkinson

and other civil servants of the “pro-Malay" faction.

Ractsm and Social Darwinism had justified both a laissez-faire attitude
toward the Malays by colonial authorities. their exclusion from some aspects
of the economy. and the view that British management of their political and
economic affairs would need to be virtually perpetual.*® Men like RJ.
Wilkinson. E.W. Birch, G.M. Laidlaw, and others of their generation knew
from experience that this understanding of the Malays was neither realistic
nor in Malay interests.* They refused to regard Malays as ‘devoid of
usefulness’. or ‘hopelessly backward'.® These views were particularly re-
flected in Wilkinson's Papers on Malay Subjects. Wilkinson viewed Malays
as a people who were becoming educated, who read newspapers and books.
and who improved upon and were not bound by ancient customs. He saw
Malays becoming tnvolved in commerce, and learning from mistakes.*' Most
of all Wilkinson regretted that the positive aspects of Malay culture and
language were being deprecated by those who wanted nothing to interfere
T s i, st 1 the rowoon f s
religious value of Islam man‘:: | RSN where eas s
of Malay culture enlarged and 5:':?1 n polincal lrmplicktiond vheks iem
R iy o Sheur orced those of Shellabear. While thert

abear who continued to deprecate the Malay

race. at least in Methodist circles a n,
ewer and d
prevailed. more positive understanding

But Shellabear was not only prepared to take the Malays more seriously
as equal partners tn the development of modern Singa society. He a0
took seriously the influence of Islam on the develo m::‘ of modcm Malay
society. Two decades earlier he had written of Mahy: that “for the great mass
faith consists chiefly of a blind and unreasoning acceptance of
dogmas, of which they know little and understand less :e:e now saw Isle™

particularly as understood and propagated B e cehontiia e i pot ont
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force in the world generally and Malay society specifically, and one whose
influence was growing. Shellabear personally would devote the remainder

of his life to the study of Islam and the appropriate approaches Christians
should take to it.

Not all members of colonial society were so aware of what was happening
in their midst. J.L. Humphries. who responded to Shellabear's essay, had
a much different understanding of Malay soclety. If Shellabear was agitated
by. and critical towards. Islam, Humphries was patronising toward both
Islam and the Malays. Humphries praised the influence of Islam on Malay
society to the extent that it gave “a noble creed. an enlightened form of
monotheism, and sound habits of personal cleanliness.”* Such sentiments
echoed G.M. Reith’s broad liberalism of 15 years earlier.®® In contrast to
Shellabear’s concerns about the growing influence of Islamic reformers,
Humphries stated that "the Malay is a sane and genuine Muhammadan, but
no bigot and no fanatic™, and that the influence of Islam was “broad rather
than deep”. He believed that the “Malay spirit™ had not changed in five
centuries. and was unlikely to change in the future. Such a dismissal ofIslam
as a social force reflected the wishful thinking of those whose vision of Malaya
did not allow religion to interfere with government and economic develop-
ment.* Ultimately it was a confirmation for Humphries that the Malays were
inevitably bound in a primitive and superstitious world-view.*’

Ultimately the views of both Shellabear and Humphries were each in their
way. too limited to account for later events in Malay society. At the same time
Haji Abbas failed to see the extent to which Western social structures, and
€ven missionary efforts, could be both accommodated and transformed by
Islam. A year after the incident at Pasir Panjang the Methodist missionaries
found a warm reception among Singapore Muslims when they began to
establish Malay medium schools for giris. Although these schools were
abandoned when their founder. Emma Shellabear. left Singapore, they
ulumately gathered nearly 100 girls for a basic curriculum of reading,
wriung. and mathematics. Apparently many Malay parents believed Encik
Abdullah, a former student of Benjamin Keasberry's school from the 1860 _s.
Abdullah was (nvited to invoke God's blessing on the schools, and assured
Parents and girls, no doubt from his own experience. that they “had nothing
0 fear from missionaries, since only God can change a person’s heart."®

ConcLusion

Neither the Confucian Revtval nor the rise of the Kaum Muda. nor for that
Matter the ever frowing presence of the Misaton schools, would finally
determine (he shape of Singapore society However their confrontations did.
" many ways, determine the basis upon which the followers of the different
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religions would relate to each other. when, in his later years, w"llam

Shellabear would call for a new “aggressive evangelism”, one which wqy; q

be “aggressive in doing good for others™, it reflected not only a change in, his

understanding of the Christian faith. but an awareness of the social realitieg
in which Christians worked. It was a change which emerged out of these
and other. encounters with both Confucianists and Muslims. S‘milarly.
Muslims and followers of Chinese religions in part defined their rclatlonsmp
with Christianity. and particularly Christian missions, through these ep.
counters. What missionaries offered was not rejected. but it was accepted
with discernment. Non-Christians would accept Christian missions in thejr
role ot offering care and education. for this they could accept as being within

the scope of human endeavour. However, the role of changing people’'s hearts,
they finally made clear. should be left to God alone.
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