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2. PERAK IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
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7. ROUTE OF SULTAN ISKANDAR’S TRIP TO LARUT, 1761
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INTRODUCTION

IN contrast with the nineteenth or even the seventeenth, the eighteenth-
century Malay world has received little attention from historians of
the area. For the most part, scholars have been content to depict
these decades as a time of slumber, if not of positive decay, when
Malays were forced to yield ground to outsiders, both indigenous
and European.! Yet the ability of many smaller negeri? to survive the
conflicts evoked by the disintegration of the Johor Empire, the incur-
sions of the Bugis, the brief rallying of Minangkabau power, and the
loosening of Siamese control over the northern Malay peninsula,
does not suggest that they were in a state of decline. Many, indeed,
were emerging from centuries of dependency into a period of new
autonomy in which they were learning to draw on their own resources
rather than acting at the dictates of an overlord. The very insecurity
which characterized the eighteenth century made Malay rulers more
than ever responsive to the changing balance of power in the
area. Aware of the issues dominating Malay politics, they also real-
ized that they lived in a time of uncertainty, when caution was
essential.

The state of Perak, on the west coast of the Malay peninsula, is a
case in point. Dominated by the court of Aceh during the seventeenth
century, it had won a modicum of independence only to become a
prey to periodic attacks from pirates and raiders.® During the 1720s
and 1730s Perak was also threatened by the Bugis and Minangkabau
disputes which form a continuing theme in the years that followed.
But from the signing of a treaty with the Dutch Vereenigde
Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) in 1746 until the end of the century,
Perak’s rulers managed to tread the fine line of diplomacy, maintain-
ing domestic peace and equable relations with their neighbours in a
period when invasion and civil war were endemic. Malay texts sug-
gest that these five decades were remembered not only as years when
sentosa (tranquillity) prevailed, but when Perak enjoyed a prosperity
previously unknown. The more perceptive members of the Perak
court realized that it was the Dutch alliance which had contributed
to this unprecedented situation. The degree to which they were pre-
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