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Is not history, the dialectic of time spans, in its own way an explanation
of society in all its reality ? and thus of contemporary society ? And
here its role would be to caution us against the event: do not think only
of the short time span, do not believe that only actors which make the
most noise are the most authentic - there are other, quieter ones too.
As if anybody did not know that already.

(F. Braudel, On History, translated by S. Matthews, London, Weidenfeld
and Nicholson Ltd., 1980, p.38).

A lived hegemony is always a process. It is not, except analytically, a
system or a structure. It is a realized complex of experiences,
relationships, and activities, with specific and changing pressures and
limits. In practice, that is, hegemony can never be singular. Its internal
structures are highly complex, as can readily be seen in any concrete
analysis. Moreover (and this is crucial, reminding us of the necessary
thrust of the concept), it does not just passively exist as a form of
dominance. It has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and
modified. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by
pressures not at all its own. We have then to add to the concept of
hegemony the concepts of counter-hegemony and alternative hegemony,
which are real and persistent elements of practice.

The reality of any hegemony, in the extended political and cultural sense,
is that, while by definition it is always dominant, it is never either total
or exclusive. At any time, forms of alternative or directly oppositional
politics and culture exist as significant elements in society. We shall
need to explore their conditions and their limits, but their active
presence is decisive, not only because they have to be included in any
historical (as distinct from epochal) analysis, but as forms which have had
significant effect on the hegemonic process itself.

(R. Williams, Marxism and Literature, London, Oxford University Press,
1977, pp. 112-13).
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NOTES

Monetary System

Monetary sums are given in Straits or Malayan (later Malaysian) dollars,
except where otherwise stated. Before 1906, the sterling value of the
Straits or Malayan dollar varied. Thereafter until the 1960s, it was equal
to 2s. 4d. sterling. By the early 1980s, however, a Malaysian dollar was
the equivalent of roughly 0.32 sterling or US $0.42.

Weights and Measures

The equivalents of the local weights and measures used in the book are
as follows:

1 kati = 11/3 pounds

100 kati = |pikul

1 pikul = 133 1/3 pounds

16.8 pikul = Iton (long)

1 gantang = 1British gallon (approx. 8 pounds of rice)
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INTRODUCTION

THIS is a study of the "Chinese working people" in the Kinta District,
which forms a part of the state of Perak on the west coast of Peninsular
Malaysia. It traces over a period of some one hundred years how the
lives and livelihoods of these people have been affected by various
structural processes - socio-economic and political - and how they in turn
have adjusted themselves to these changing situations so as to improve
their general well-being.

The term "Chinese working people" is deliberately used in this study
in order to highlight three important considerations. Firstly, while the
focus of our attention is clearly the lower class which is economically
deprived and insecure, not all of them have always sold their labour
power. In fact, this study is, in part, an account of how a large number
of Chinese coolies retrenched from the tin mines successfully became
independent farmers, i.e. petty commodity producers of food and other
cash crops.

Secondly, the use of the term "people" allows us to highlight non-
material factors, which are also important considerations in this study, in
influencing social and political actions. In particular, it draws attention
to the relative powerlessness of the coolies, squatters and New Villagers
as "ordinary people" in their relationship with the "power bloc" who
control the state and dominate civil society. Insofar as the state is not
"the executive committee of the bourgeoisie", and politics is not simply
"determined" by economic factors, the distinction between the people and
the power bloc must be emphasized.

Finally, the term "people" is preferred in order to proclaim a central
premise of this study, namely, that regardless of their location and plight
in the structures of society and economy, people possess an intrinsic
humanity. As human beings, people possess universal norms and notions
of justice and freedom, reciprocity and compassion, and so on. Hence,
people need, not only to feed, clothe, house and reproduce themselves but
also to uphold certain values they hold dear. Consequently, they
establish communities. It is in pursuit of both material as well as
ideational goals, therefore, that people engage in kinship, village or
religious community relationships, pursue patron-client ties, participate in
class-based activities, imagine the nation, or, as is so often the case in
Malaysia, rally to the call for ethnic group unity.

The use of the term "Chinese working people", therefore, allows us
to consider the economic interest, social identity and political action of
the coolies, squatters and New Villagers as class, as Chinese, as people,
or combinations of these latter categories. For indeed, the cross currents
that social structures pose to everyday life are complex, involving
different and often diffuse interests and identities, which serve as the
basis for varying social and political actions and solidarities.

At the start of our period in the early 1880s, shortly after the
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formal British take-over of Perak in 1874, only an estimated 4,000 Chinese
people lived in the District. With the discovery of tin deposits, however,
the Chinese population rapidly increased to some 45,000 people by 1889,
the vast majority of whom were single male sojourners. Almost to a
man, they were employed in the tin mining industry which was rapidly
growing. At this time, tin production was largely under the control of
petty Chinese capitalists who operated small open-cast mines which were
extremely labour-intensive. The coolies who developed the industry were
generally housed in kongsis (communal-style living quarters) located in
the vicinity of the mines. Although the industry was increasingly brought
under the control of the colonial state, nonetheless the everyday lives of
these coolies remained to a great extent beyond its reach.

This is not to suggest that the coolies led completely independent
lives, for in fact their involvement in the mining industry increasingly
tied them to economic processes of a global nature. As will appear in
what follows, in spite of their physical isolation and the initial limited
reach of the colonial state, their livelihoods depended on how the
industry was transformed and how the industry fared in the world market.
In fact, as the Kinta economy increasingly specialized in tin production,
and as it developed into the world’s most productive alluvial tin mining
region, the livelihoods of the Chinese working population in the District
became increasingly subjected to the fluctuations of the global economy.

By the end of our period in the early 1980s, many changes had
occurred. For instance, the number of Chinese in the District had
increased to some 340,000, made up of equal numbers of males and
females. These individuals were organized as family units with young
children permanently settled in Malaysia. Approximately 44 per cent of
them, or some 150,000, lived as separate households in the so-called "New
Villages", created during the early years of the Emergency, a euphemism
used to describe the armed revolt of the Malayan Communist Party
against the British colonial authorities which lasted from 1948 to 1960.

By the 1980s, too, the vast majority of the Chinese working people
in Kinta were no longer dependent on the mining industry for their
livelihood. The industry was essentially run on a corporate basis, its
scale of operations generally large, and the use of dredges, gravel-pumps
and other machinery commonplace. Because it was now heavily
mechanized, it was therefore able to absorb only some 17,000 people,
approximately one-sixth of the number it used to employ in the 1910s. In
fact, the industry had been in decline since the late 1920s. Accordingly,
Kinta’s economy in the 1980s was characterized by a multiplicity of
occupations of which food and cash crop production were the most
important in the New Villages.

Moreover, almost all the Chinese working people in Kinta, including
the New Village cash-croppers, were also tied into a global cash economy
and incorporated into a national political system, the latter of which was
characterized by a modern state with an extensive bureaucratic apparatus,
political parties, regular elections, etc. This political system had been
introduced with the passing of colonialism and the achievement of
Independence in 1957. Much had changed therefore in Kinta. There was
little in the everyday life of the working population that had not been
affected by external socio-economic and political forces.

How such socio-economic and political transformations occurred, how



