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CHAPTER9

MUHAMMADAN LAW FOR THE FEDERATED MALAY STATES: VIEWS AND
DEBATES IN THE 1930s

Wan Suhana Wan Sulong

Muhammadan Law for the Federated Malay States was introduced by the British to govern
the moral behaviour of the Muslims and at the same time supervise the running of religious
affairs in the states concerned. It ignited rigorous discussions and debates among the Muslims
in Malaya especially the Malays. Among the main medium utilized by the public to voice out
their views was the newspapers. Opinions, whether supporting or resisting the implementation
of the law were expressed unsparingly in both the Malay and English newspapers. A close
look at the discussions and debates on the law revealed many interesting facts about the
reality of the Muslims life and the running of religious affairs in Malaya during the period
under study. Various writings on the issue, mostly in the forms of editorials and letters to
editor, highlighted the tense relation between the Islamic reformists or popularly known as
Kaum Muda and the religious authorities or Kaum Tua. For those who opposed the law, many
criticisms were directed to religious authorities in particular and the British in general. Apart
from that, the issue of ethnic competition was also brought up in the arguments against the
implementation of the law. This, to a certain extent, signifies how real was the threat of
foreign races, especially the Chinese, to the Malays in Malaya. Finally, the discussion on
Muhammadan Law for the Federated Malay States also lead us to ponder the Malays’ views
on crucial issues like the implementation of Islamic law in the society and revealed the cxtent
of their concern on religious matters in Malaya during that time.

Keywords: Muhammadan Law, Federated Malay States, Malays, newspapers, religious
authorities, Islamic reformists,

In the first half of 1938 there were incessant discussions in Malaya about the
Muhammadan Law Enactments for the Federated Malay States.' This law was proposed for
the Federated Malay States, namely, Sclangor, Perak, Pahang and Negeri Sembilan and was

actually an amendment to “The Muhammadan Laws Enactment, 1904” with some new

' A law introduced by the British with the consent of the sultan and State Council and binding upon the Muslims.
Among the main purposes were to govern the moral behaviour of the Muslims in line with the Islamic teachings
and at the same time supervise the running of certain aspects of religious affairs.
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