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The Terminology of Terrorism: Malaya, 1948-52

Phillip Deery

Although Cold War propaganda is now the subject of close scholarly scrutiny, the main
method by which it was communicated – language – has been overlooked. The Malayan
Emergency illustrates how the British government grappled with the issue of political
terminology within the broader context of anti-communist propaganda. This article will
analyse the use of political language; the change from ‘bandit’ to ‘communist terrorist’;
and the problems of delineating the Malayan from the international audience.

In so far as the Cold War was a psychological war for the ‘hearts and minds’ of
populations at home and abroad, the language used by combatants on both sides of the
ideological divide assumed immense significance. Those fighting on the front line of
Cold War propaganda devoted considerable attention to nomenclature believed to be the
most appropriate, evocative or efficacious. ‘In political and ideological struggles’, Conor
Cruise O’Brien has observed, ‘words are weapons, not analytical tools. That has always
been so.’1

It is surprising, therefore, that the literature on the language of the Cold War is so
sparse. None of the numerous recent studies of America’s propaganda offensives and
‘cultural cold war’ against the Soviet Union, for example, has discussed the role of
political language in the projection of Western values or the dissemination of anti-
Communist propaganda through written and spoken word.2 This omission repeats the
pattern of earlier studies.3 Similarly, despite the Soviet claim that propaganda generally
and radio in particular constituted ‘the most important peacetime weapon of
psychological warfare’, analyses of sociolinguistics behind the ‘Iron Curtain’ are absent.4
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Even in the vast literature of US counterinsurgency and psychological operations (or
‘psyops’) during the Vietnam War, this dimension remains missing.5 It is almost entirely
overlooked in analyses of the Malayan Emergency, with which this article is concerned,
that have dealt with propaganda, psychological warfare or ‘the war of words’.6 In the most
recent study of propaganda during the Emergency, the question of political language is
relegated to less than one paragraph.7 Even in a rare analysis of the political uses of the
word ‘terrorism’, the focus is so narrow, the extrapolation so limited and the
historiographical clothing so threadbare that its tantalising title – ‘the logomachy of
terrorism’ – delivers less than it promises.8

The article therefore aims to fill a partial historiographical gap in studies of both the
Malayan Emergency and the Cold War generally. I have chosen the Emergency as a case
study since it clearly shows the British government grappling with this issue of political
terminology within the broader context of anti-Communist propaganda.9 Whilst the



article is not located within any conceptual framework of linguistic or communications
theory, it accepts as a starting point that language has a political function; it is not only
determined by political institutions and interests but is itself a determinant of political
perceptions and behaviour.10 By charting the shift in the language used to depict
Communist insurgents in Malaya, this article seeks to throw some new historical light on
the use of political language during the early years of the Emergency. The focus here is
not the domestic reaction to such language – from Singapore, Kuala Lumpur or the
jungle – on which the documentary record is silent in any case, but on its formulation
and dissemination by the British government.

One of the agencies responsible for coordinating anti-Communist propaganda
activities in Malaya was the Information Research Department (IRD), a top secret semi-
autonomous unit created within the British Foreign Office in early 1948.11 Until this time
the Foreign, Colonial and Commonwealth Relations Offices were still largely
autonomous and the responsibility for British propaganda within the colonies lay with
the Information Policy Committee of the Colonial Office. From 1948 this changed and
the IRD became the directing arm of anti-Communist propaganda. Soon it was the key
instrument in Britain’s clandestine ideological offensive against the Soviet Union during
the Cold War. In June 1948, almost immediately after the Malayan Emergency
commenced, an IRD base was established in the compound of Phoenix Park, the
Singapore residence of the Commissioner-General for the UK in Southeast Asia,
Malcolm MacDonald, and by August the following year it was fully operational.12

Officially, the IRD Office in Phoenix Park worked under the umbrella of the
Regional Information Office; as Ralph Murray, the first IRD Head, wrote in January
1949:

As you know we are proposing to set up a Regional Information Office there
[Singapore]…which will take care of our material: re-writing it for local
consumption and putting it through the various media such as the press,
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broadcasting etc. The Commissioner General attaches considerable importance to the
project, which has become even more necessary now that the Communists look like
becoming the masters of at least most of China.13

Part of its brief was to collect and disseminate ‘anti-Communist material and such
propaganda and psychological warfare items as have bearing on the Communist effort’.14

It also published numerous pamphlets and booklets of relevance to Malaya; these
included Communist principles and tactics in South-East Asia, The danger and where it lies,
The expansion of Russia’s East Asian empire and Communist propaganda attacks in South-
East Asia.15

Unofficially, IRD operations were run by the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6),
specifically Maurice Oldfield, the station chief in Singapore. It was funded from the
‘Secret Vote’, the same mechanism through which MI6 received its budget and which
placed both bodies beyond parliamentary scrutiny. The links were personified by the
second head of the IRD, John Rennie, who became head of MI6.16 In Malaya the IRD also
collaborated with both the CIA, which had a relatively sizeable presence in Singapore,
and the local MI5 office, Security Intelligence Far East (SIFE), but the latter was small
and ‘not much involved in the day-to-day [Malayan] Emergency’.17 The importance of
covert anti-Communist propaganda within the broader context of intelligence activities
was always stressed, as indicated by the position of the British Cabinet Committee on
Colonial Information Policy that ‘we regard the Foreign Office publicity work in foreign
countries as very important in the “cold war”’.18 ‘Publicity work’ was a euphemism for the
propaganda arm of psyops.

The IRD used both ‘black’ propaganda – strategically  placed lies and false rumours
– and ‘grey’ propaganda, whereby deliberately slanted, non-attributable information was
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produced and disseminated to influential elites at home and abroad. The ‘correct’
political phraseology was crucial to the success of such propaganda and the IRD worked
hard to ensure that its propagandists – speechwriters, broadcasters, journalists and
politicians – used the most effective words and phrases in their articles and speeches.
From the very outset of the Cold War, therefore, the Information Research Department
was preoccupied with political language. Its recently declassified files provide a
fascinating picture of the lexicography of the Cold War at its genesis: words and phrases
to which the post-war generation became accustomed, even intimate, are here being
debated and decided upon.

‘The persistent use of particular words or phrases to convey a meaning is an
elementary step in any organised publicity. In the present battle for world opinion … it
is essential that we should recourse to this technique.’19 The expression ‘communazi’,
which foreshadowed the widely used ‘Red Fascism’, was floated but not endorsed. In
describing ‘imperialism’, the adjective ‘Russian’ was preferred over ‘Red’ because the latter
had ‘favourable associations’ and could ‘cause confusion with Socialist Parties’. The use of
the phrase ‘Soviet fear-belt’ to describe Eastern Europe, and the revival of the term ‘Czar’
to describe Stalin was recommended. However, at this stage in late 1948, there was not a
clear consensus:

‘Czar’ tie[s] up quite well with the line of harping on ‘barbaric’ ... but this sort of thing
may well become ludicrous if overdone ... I think there is much to be said for simple
words like tyranny and tyrant, which people really understand. I am a little hesitant
about too much Czar stuff, since the differences are so easy to point out, and then the
whole case seems to fall down .... I have not dealt with ‘backward’, ‘out-of-date’,
‘barbaric’ etc. These phrases ... make the Soviet bosses madder than any others. Let us
always use them ....20

A term that was adopted and thus entered the vocabulary of the Cold War was
‘Kremlin’, which was ‘the most useful single word for general audiences in order to fix in
people’s minds’ the character of Russian communism. Thus, ‘Kremlin Imperialism’ – a
‘graphic and sinister term’ – was strongly endorsed.21

Such naming of the enemy was not, of course, confined to the role of the Soviet
Union, real or perceived, in Europe. The IRD also confronted the challenge of
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communism in the Far East. With the onset of the Emergency, the IRD acquired a large
measure of the responsibility for how the colonial insurgents – the Malayan Communist
Party (MCP) – should be labelled and depicted.22 The word chosen, in this battle for
political authority, was ‘bandit’. This was not a new appellation: Chinese Communists,
for example, had been called ‘bandits’ by the Japanese during World War Two, by the
Kuomintang before 1949 and Chiang Kai Shek’s regime in Taiwan after 1949. According
to Tim Jones, it was ‘normal practice’ and had been used in both inter-war Palestine and
post-war Greece. This terminology was also used, more surprisingly, in the 1960s: ‘In
Vietnam there is aggression similar to that which occurred in Malaya, which is being
fomented by the Vietcong who are also Communist bandits’.23

In all instances the aim was to deny the legitimacy of the opponent. The term
‘bandit’ is an epithet which invokes negative reactions and which, if it sticks, can isolate
and detach the guerrillas from the population they are trying to influence or penetrate.
In the highly charged atmosphere of the early Cold War, in which international
communism was regarded as both iniquitous and ubiquitous, the vocabulary employed
became all the more important. In Malaya it became a critical part of counterinsurgency
operations. The act of labelling an opponent was, after all, more than a question of
semantics; it was a profoundly political process. The political motivations of the
communist insurgents could be stripped, their widespread support from the Malayan
Chinese diminished, and their nationalistic credentials maligned. The aura of patriotism
would be replaced by the stigma of illegitimacy. In late 1948 the Colonial Office
informed the Defence Department that 

It has been decided that the criminal elements engaged in acts of violence in Malaya
should be referred to as ‘bandits’. On no account should the term ‘insurgents’, which
might suggest a genuine popular uprising, be used. I should be grateful if you could
bring this to the notice of your dept.24

The Colonial Office thus showed a keen awareness of how language shaped meaning
and, consequently, public perceptions of politically motivated violence. The MCP was to
be projected not as a legitimate political movement operating within and drawing
inspiration from broader anti-colonialist sentiments, but instead as an isolated band of
thugs and criminals. Yet the Colonial Office was not altogether disingenuous. O. H.
Morris, one of its top officials, genuinely could not tell whether the present ‘outrage’ was
‘the work of gang robbers, or of gangsters employed by political groups’.25

In fact, the Malayan Races’ Liberation Army (MRLA), the military wing of the MCP,
was a guerrilla force. It was similar to, for example, the Communist movement in China
during 1928-45, the Huks in the Philippines from 1946 to the mid-1950s and the
Vietminh in Indochina from 1941. Although historians have readily discerned the

 236

22 PRO, FO 953/1637, Top Secret, ‘The work of the Regional Information Office at Singapore’ (1949).
23 National Archives of Australia (ACT) [henceforth NAA], A4940/1, C3380, ‘Nuclear weapons for
Australian forces’, Cabinet Minute 15 May 1962, Decision No. 241. Tim Jones, Postwar counterinsurgency
and the SAS, 1945-1952: A special type of warfare (London: Frank Cass, 2001), p. 82. The Hindu term
‘dacoits’, referring to an organised gang of robbers, was applied to the insurgents in Burma in 1946-7.
24 PRO, CO 534/4762, ‘Designation of bandits in Malaya’, Minute, J. D. Higham to K. Blackburne, 12 Nov.
1948. Indicative of the importance attached to political terminology, this document was classified ‘Top
Secret’ and was to be ‘circulated by hand at all stages’ (emphasis in original).
25 PRO, CO 717/172/52849/9/1948, Minute, O. H. Morris to A. Creech Jones, 21 June 1948.



strategies of guerrilla in these rural-based rebellions and insurgents have often identified
themselves as guerrillas, it was rarely a term used by authorities at the time. Guerrillas are
proud to be called guerrillas, but to call them ‘bandits’ is to link them with criminality. A
guerrilla is not a bandit; as Eric Hobsbawm points out, ‘banditry has next to no
organization or ideology, and is totally inadaptable to modern social movements … [It]
was and is inefficient in every way … [and] is incapable of effective guerrilla
organization’.26 This obviously was not the case with the MRLA.

There was a further reason – a non-ideological one – for employing this vocabulary,
for calling the British counterinsurgency an ‘Anti-Bandit Campaign’ and, indeed, for
labelling what was in essence a colonial war an ‘emergency’. It was not, as Frank Furedi
alleges, merely for ‘public relations’ purposes.27 The overriding reason was economic: the
Malayan estates were dependent on London insurance companies for cover whose terms
only covered losses of stocks and equipment through ‘riot and civil commotion’ in an
emergency. If the conflict in Malaya were described in terms that implied a state of war,
or actions committed by ‘rebels’, ‘insurgents’ or – worse – an ‘enemy’, then the insurance
companies could repudiate their policies. In this event, a cash-strapped Attlee
administration that had barely survived the ‘dollar gap crisis’ of 1947 would be obliged
to bear the burden. As one British MP stated: ‘If that international insurance ceased, it
would have a very bad effect on the commercial interests of this country in Malaya.’28 The
alternative to this was semantic dissembling.

Such dissembling for a mixture of political and pecuniary purposes created three
sets of problems. The first and least important problem – except to those British soldiers
fighting ‘bandits’ on the ground – was raised in early 1949 by military authorities in
Malaya. They feared that whilst the insurgency ‘continue[d] to be classified as nothing
more than an outbreak of banditry’, the awarding of campaign medals would be
‘prejudiced’, and they recommended that the MRLA be designated as ‘the “enemy”’. The
Joint Intelligence Committee rejected this recommendation.29

The second problem concerned the disjunction between description and actual
circumstance. Until 1950, the Colonial Office did not see the MCP as a significant threat
and ‘bandit’ rather than ‘insurgent’, irrespective of other considerations, seemed a
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suitable description. In a memorandum written just three weeks before the Emergency
was declared, a senior Colonial Office official, J. Williams, did not believe that ‘any
serious trouble is brewing in Malaya’. He argued that ‘a real threat to Malayan internal
security seems unlikely to arise unless the Communists succeed in gaining control of
China’, but that even then, the ‘immediate threat is slight’. Notwithstanding this potential
international dimension, Williams’ assessment exemplified the downgrading of the
conflict by the Colonial Office throughout 1948-9. According to a Colonial Office article,
the Malayan Communists were ‘a small and mostly alien minority … [whose] violence is
of a most morbid kind consisting of intimidation, extortion and murder’.30 This inability
or unwillingness to take seriously the communist threat caused frustration within the
Foreign Office and the IRD in particular. The IRD officer responsible for liaison with the
Colonial Office, John Cloake, recalled: ‘One exercise I do remember was trying to wake
the Colonial Office up, who were aware that there were some communists in Malaya, but
at that time … it was hard to get them to concentrate on that’.31

The vocabulary contrasted with the reality. In 1949, the MRLA killed 229 members
of the security forces and 344 civilians. None of its military leaders had been captured,
the ‘Anti-Bandit Month’ of March 1950 (which sought to mobilise Malays against the
mainly Chinese MCP) was a failure and British counterinsurgency operations had
stalled.32 Despite their various internal problems, their lack of external assistance, and an
ill-prepared and half-cocked slide into armed struggle, the MCP insurgents were able, by
drawing on residual support from non-Kuomintang sections of the Chinese rural
population, to develop a base from which to conduct guerrilla operations. As the US
acting Secretary of State noted ruefully at the end of 1948: ‘In Malaya, the British with up
to 50,000 troops under arms have been able to eliminate only about 500 guerrillas, this
in the course of an eight months campaign’.33

The inability to ‘eliminate’ the guerrilla force deeply troubled sections of the Attlee
administration. In March 1950 the Secretary of State for Defence, Emanuel Shinwell,
informed his Prime Minister how ‘very disturbed’ he was by the ‘grave’ situation in
Malaya. In May 1950 the newly established Cabinet Malaya Committee, chaired by
Shinwell, was told to expect ‘for a very considerable time … a rapid recrudescence of
terrorist activity’ and of ‘the danger of relaxing security precautions and of prematurely
withdrawing troops’. In October 1950 the Defence Committee was informed that the
situation in Malaya should be viewed with ‘grave anxiety’.34 Indeed, anxiety became more
intense twelve months later after the insurgents ambushed and assassinated British High
Commissioner Sir Henry Gurney in October 1951, a month which had the highest
security force casualties since 1949. That year, 1951, saw 504 killed along with 533
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civilians. An internal report written after the end of the Emergency was therefore quite
accurate when it stated that ‘there is no doubt that in the first two years of its activities
[the MRLA] was a very real threat to the security and economic recovery of Malaya after
the war’.35

Confronted by inescapable evidence of this ‘very real threat’, Whitehall and
particularly the Colonial Office viewed the Malayan Emergency with much more
seriousness than previously. Euphemistic terminology had impeded this process and,
arguably, contributed to the worsening situation itself. As the second meeting of the top-
level Malaya Committee was informed, the IRD Regional Information Officer in Malaya

has been consistently hampered in his work by the ban on describing the real
organisation and nature of the MCP and its solidarity with international
communism. This ban … has had the effect of preventing public opinion both inside
and outside Malaya from obtaining a clear picture of the seriousness of the MCP
threat, and this may account for the deterioration of public confidence as a result of
recent MCP successes.36

Critical opinions about the veracity and efficacy of painting insurgents as bandits
were now articulated. A. E. Franklin from the Foreign Office declared, ‘it seems to me
largely nonsense to refer to the Guerrillas as “bandits, pure and simple, a motley band of
ruffians” ... There is an extremely high degree of political training and organisation and
to refer to them as bandits is to misunderstand the whole problem which they present.’37

His colleague R. H. Scott was concerned that when calling the MRLA ‘ruffians’, ‘it seems
to be forgotten that this is only a propaganda convention’. Significantly, he pointed to the
implications of this confusing policy: ‘If anti-bandit policies are based even to a slight
degree on the belief that [the MCP] are only terrorists and ruffians, they cannot be
expected to produce lasting results.’38

Similarly, the new Secretary of State for the Colonies, James Griffiths, who made a
ministerial visit to Malaya in May 1950 with the Secretary of State for War, wrote:

Before I left for Malaya I had been advised not to refer to the operations as ‘war’ but
as ‘the emergency’, and to the Malayan Liberation Army as ‘bandits’. It did not take
John [Strachey] and me long to find out that the so-called bandits were a well-
trained, highly disciplined and skilfully led force.39

More tellingly, the new Director of Anti-Bandit Operations, Lieutenant-General Sir
Harold Briggs, held a press conference in Singapore on 17 April 1950, soon after his
arrival. Instead of ‘bandits’ he spoke of ‘Communists’; instead of ‘the emergency’ he
referred to a ‘War Cabinet’. This last phrase, especially, according to a Cabinet official, was
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‘unfortunate as it dignifies the status of the terrorists into belligerents, or at least implies
a kind of civil war in Malaya’. In particularly revealing remarks, the same official
continued that Briggs’ identification of the insurgents as communists

runs counter to our hitherto accepted publicity line about the campaign in Malaya.
Perhaps in the past we have leaned too far the other way, in describing the terrorists
as thugs and blood stained ruffians and so forth. The truth is that there is a hard core
of disciplined Communists, with a long record of activity in Malaya, stimulated by
wartime resistance activities … but for general policy purposes we have not been
anxious to stress the Communist aspect, as by so doing we are apt to create that very
fear of communism which in South East Asia will help the Communists.40

Despite the criticism that greeted Briggs’ comments in London – ‘he would be well
advised to avoid publicity for some time to come’41 – his and other Foreign Office
assessments (including those from Franklin, Griffiths and the IRD Regional Information
Officer) obliged Whitehall to re-examine its propaganda policy. The gulf between image
and reality was too wide. Accordingly, nomenclature was modified and in May 1952 the
inaccurate, misleading and counterproductive designation, ‘bandit’, was abandoned in
favour of ‘Communist Terrorist’ or, simply, ‘CT’.

The third problem concerned the depiction of the MPLA vis-à-vis international
communism. Once again, the problem would be resolved when its source, semantic
dissembling, was dealt with. As we have seen, officially the insurgents were simply
‘bandits’, a small, isolated band of ‘thugs and blood stained ruffians’, and there were
‘sound domestic reasons’ for portraying them in this light –  at least for local
consumption specifically, to prevent the insurgents from pulling a communist
‘bandwagon’ onto which Malayan Chinese might believe it ‘wise to climb’.42 An attempt
to reconcile the differences between the Colonial Office and Foreign Office over
‘publicity policy’ was undertaken with a jointly prepared paper, but it exposed more than
smoothed the contradictory positions that each embodied:

For the sake of world opinion it is desirable to represent the struggle in Malaya as
being directed against the Malayan Communist Party, and not as operations by
Government against mere banditry. In Malaya, however, publicity should avoid
writing-up international communism, or emphasising the role which the Malayan
Communist Party is playing in a world-wide movement.43

This contradiction created a conundrum. How could the official appellation be
reconciled with the portrayal of Malayan Communists, at the behest of the Kremlin,
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waging the Cold War on a Southeast Asian battleground?  Such a conundrum had
implications for the level of American support for British policy: ‘would Washington
perceive London as waging a valiant struggle against communism or as fighting a dirty
colonial war designed to hang on to sterling balances and the remants of colonial
pretensions?’44 American support could only be ensured by portraying the Emergency
not as an outgrowth of indigenous banditry but as integral to the Cold War machinations
of international communism  – a point seen starkly by a senior IRD official:

It seems to us very dangerous to pretend that the troubles in Malaya are not caused
by Communism but only by a kind of local banditry. As we saw in the case of
Greece, where the Greek Government were for long anxious to describe the
Communists only as bandits, international public opinion in the United States …
is inclined to take the line that when wholesale military operations are required to
suppress mere internal unrest, it is in some way due to bad government. This is
especially so in a colony; and instead of receiving sympathy and support from
American public opinion in our praiseworthy struggle to combat the well-known
international Communist menace, we shall merely be regarded as a bad colonial
power coping with rebellions.45

The external threat of international communism posed by the Cold War was the
predominant explanation advanced for both the origins of the insurgency and the British
campaign to defeat it. It is important to establish this since it differed so sharply from the
‘publicity policy’ adopted for counterinsurgency operations within Malaya. That it was a
genuinely held – though, in retrospect, not necessarily correct – interpretation is evident
from the sources in which it was expressed: classified reports, secret memoranda and
closed committee meetings. An official report, marked ‘Secret’ and written by the
Director of Operations in Malaya, Lieutenant General R. H. Bowen, summarised the
main elements of this view:

The Malayan Communist Party campaign is part of a wider Soviet-inspired drive to
obtain control of what is strategically and economically one of the most important
areas of South-East Asia … In June 1948, on the instructions of the Cominform
issued at two conferences in Calcutta four months earlier, the MCP started a
campaign of murder, sabotage and terrorism designed to paralyse the Government
and develop into armed revolution.46

These assertions – of Soviet inspiration, Cold War expansionism, MCP initiation
and, significantly, Calcutta as the conduit for Cominform instructions – were echoed in
various forms by the Attlee administration. Both the Colonial Office and the Cabinet
Malaya Committee emphasised the ‘substantial grounds for regarding the Malayan
outbreak as stimulated by Moscow’ and the existence of a ‘Communist plot’ to overthrow
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the Malayan government by armed force.47 A lengthy and detailed article prepared for
Cabinet by the Permanent Under-Secretary of State warned of dangers that ‘will affect
the whole security of South-East Asia’ from ‘a powerful Communist Fifth Column,
corroding from within’. The Soviet role was stressed by the Russia Committee: ‘the Soviet
Legation at Bangkok was clearly designed to be the centre of Soviet activity in the whole
of South East Asia and Soviet couriers passing through Singapore en route for the Far
East or Australia were a constant source of danger’.48

The link between the inaugural conference of the Cominform, which postulated the
‘two camp’ thesis,49 the Calcutta meetings, and ‘the marked increase in Communist
activity in South-East Asia immediately afterwards’, was also articulated by the South-
East Asia Department of the Foreign Office and by the Chiefs of Staff Committee.50 A
‘Top Secret’ joint memorandum submitted to the Cabinet Defence Committee by the
Minister of Defence and the Secretary of State for War located the Emergency in a wider
context, arguing that strong armed action ‘against the guerrilla in Malaya is a vital step
in the “cold war” against communism in the Far East. The Malayan campaign is not
isolated and must be considered in relation to the Far East theatre as a whole.’51 The Chief
Intelligence Officer in Malaya, Major Harry Fisher, stretched the geographical context to
include Europe. In a private conversation with the US Consul in Kuala Lumpur, William
Blue, he suggested that the terrorist campaign ‘was merely one phase of a war which
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would soon break out in Europe over the Berlin situation’. Similarly, the Chief Secretary
of Malaya, Sir Alexander Newboult, according to the US Consul whom he briefed,
expressed the ‘rather widely held belief that Moscow is making a push in the East now
that she seemed to be stopped temporarily in Europe’.52 The Secretary of State for the
Colonies, Arthur Creech Jones, was another who subscribed to this belief: ‘once the path
of the Communists was blocked in Europe’, he wrote, ‘there would be a very concerted
effort in the East’. Thus, British success in Malaya was regarded as ‘a vital step in the “Cold
War” against communism in the Far East’.53

We can see, then, that the broader framework of the Cold War was critical to
contemporaries’ understanding of, and response to, the Malayan Emergency, and that
was how the government wished audiences outside Malaya to perceive the struggle. As
indicated earlier, the Truman Administration was an important audience to whom
London was keen to demonstrate its Cold War credentials. Despite the persistent
exhortations of Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, however, the United States was initially
unwilling to be drawn into the region. Until the outbreak of the Korean War in June
1950, the US State Department stepped back from any significant commitment –
whether political, economic or military – to those parts of the Southeast Asian region
which it regarded as British and French spheres of influence.54 The British capacity to
persuade the Americans, and others, of the importance of its frontline role against
Communist expansionism in the Far East – in short, to convince the world that Malaya
was a Cold War theatre – was undercut by the insurgency being relegated to mere
‘banditry’. Propaganda was not cocooned by geography: as the IRD liaison officer in
Washington, Adam Watson, wrote, ‘communiqués put out in Malaya are read all around
the world and may do considerable harm’.55 Shinwell highlighted the inherent
contradiction, though this was not his intention: ‘our policy [is] to emphasise that the
Malayan troubles were due to bandits, rather than to any Communist rising; this being
so, it was illogical to try to ascribe to Russia responsibility for the Malayan troubles’.56

This self-imposed conundrum remained unresolved until terminology was changed.
A captured MCP document was a crucial catalyst for this change. The document,
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translated as ‘Present day situation and duties’, was extensively discussed by the Cabinet
Malaya Committee throughout May 1950. According to Secretary of State for War J.
Strachey, who deemed it of sufficient importance to compose a five-page response, the
document provided tangible confirmation of what had long been suspected: the security
forces were ‘faced by [a] Communist insurrection and not a mere outbreak of banditry’.
Indeed, banditry was only a tactical means towards a political end: ‘the enemy’s objective
was nothing less than the seizure of the full power of the State in Malaya’.57 In other
words, British perceptions of the intentions of the MCP and the character of its
insurgency altered; a local, albeit serious, disturbance had become a major Cold War
problem.

Shinwell carried Strachey’s assessment a step further, into the realm of policy-
making: ‘As this evidence has now come into our hands, he [Shinwell] suggested that we
should publish the fact that the troubles in Malaya were Communist-inspired, and refer
to our opponents there as “Communists” rather than bandits.’ The British government’s
domestic and international reputation, combined with less concerns about American
perceptions, constituted the rationale behind this recommendation:

The use of the word ‘bandits’ was in itself unfortunate, since it might be represented
as very discreditable to the United Kingdom to have to use such large forces as we
were in fact employing against a ‘handful of bandits’. The captured document gave us
… the chance of attaching the Communist label to them … We must think of the
effect on public opinion in this country and in the world in general, where a
considerable number of people tended to criticise our actions in Malaya.58

Once the Malayan Emergency was described and seen for what it was – Britain’s
Asian Cold War – then certain benefits would flow. Counterinsurgency operations would
be regarded more positively, and the immense military and non-military resources the
government was sinking into the campaign could be justified more easily. Moreover, the
tension between the vocabulary used (‘bandits’, ‘ruffians’ and ‘thugs’) and the threat
confronted (‘a well organised and almost wholly political revolt’59) would be eliminated,
obviating the inconsistency between the propaganda directives for Malaya and the
propaganda line for the external world.

It was surprising, then, that the ‘publicity policy’, as it was termed, was merely
adjusted, not overhauled. An updated version of the 1949 paper, ‘Attitude to be adopted
in publicity toward Communism in Malaya and China’, was circulated throughout the
relevant departments in Whitehall. Although the ideological motivations of the MRLA
could now be officially recognised and its international connections with Communism
explicitly acknowledged, the ‘bandit’ label stuck. So the government continued to incur
opprobrium for its terminology: ‘Does the Minister agree that the use of the term
“bandits” is rather reminiscent of a comic opera show, and is not applicable to an enemy
organised on this scale?’60 Certainly the assassination of High Commissioner Sir Henry
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Gurney, alluded to earlier, would have shattered any lingering illusion about the
apolitical complexion of the perpetrators. There appears to be no record in the relevant
declassified Cabinet, Colonial and Foreign Office files for 1951 of further discussion of
this issue.61 Thus an explanation for the protracted use, then sudden discarding, of the
obviously inappropriate ‘bandit’ remains elusive. It seems plausible to assume, however,
that the decision to abandon this epithet was triggered by the arrival of the highly
authoritative British High Commissioner, Sir Gerald Templer, in February 1952.
According to one contemporary report, Templer’s ‘immediate grasp of the situation …
quickly began to restore public confidence, which had fallen to a low ebb’. It would be
consistent with what is known of Templer’s character and modus operandi that he
promptly discerned how the inconsistently applied propaganda policy contributed to
this ‘low ebb’ and, armed with new wide-ranging powers, recommended change.62

The other catalyst for the change in terminology may have been the capture by
Singapore’s Special Branch of MCP documents known as the October 1951 Directives in
early 1952. One of the crucial directives, ‘Struggle for Greater Victories in the War’,
painted the insurgency as integral to the world Communist movement and forecast a
weakening of British imperialism by a capitalist economic crisis. This, patently, was not
the posturing of ‘bandits’. Indeed, it has been argued that the Directives echoed geo-
political changes across Southeast Asia whereby the Communist Party of China (CCP)
was asserting its authority. Although Karl Hack concludes that a central strand of the
October Directives was the MCP’s intention to increase ‘political work and subversion’,
which reflected ‘the need to prepare for the long haul, if not the influence of the CCP
line’, he notes that the evidence on whether the Foreign Office or Colonial Office saw the
Directives as a product of the CCP line and international developments is ‘mixed’ and
inconclusive.63

It is thus extremely difficult to establish a link – if one existed – between MCP
operations in the jungle and policy change in Whitehall. What is clear, and ironic, as
Susan Carruthers points out, is that at the very time that the terminology was changed
from ‘bandit’ to ‘terrorist’ in May 1952, the MCP had in fact relinquished terrorist
activity such as assassinations, train derailments, arson and ambushes; ‘activities would
now concentrate on sabotage of hard targets, subversion, infiltration of trade unions and
so on’.64 Whatever was the final precipitating factor, the new policy was enunciated on 20
May 1952:
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It has for some time been considered that a single designation should be adopted to
be employed in all official references to [the guerrilla] forces. It is accordingly
proposed in future that the term ‘Communist terrorist’ will be the general designation
for all members of these organisations [MRLA and Min Yuen], and in the particular
context ‘Communist Terrorist Army’ for the words ‘Malayan Races Liberation Army’,
‘Communist Terrorist Organisation’ for the ‘Min Yuen’. The designation ‘bandit’ will
not be used in future in official reports and Press releases emanating from the
Government.65

The hybrid term ‘Communist terrorist’ accomplished two objectives. ‘Terrorist’, like
‘bandit’, sought to deny the MCP political legitimacy while ‘Communist’, as A. J.
Stockwell noted, ‘located the emergency firmly in the Cold War’.66 The use of the term
‘terrorist’ was, of course, intended to demonise the MCP. Terrorists’ lack of legitimacy
stems from their incapacity to effect change. Due to the disparity between the political
aspirations of their resort to violence and the means at their disposal, they are forced to
operate clandestinely, out of weakness, so the actions of the MLNA ‘terrorists’ – sabotage,
intimidation, murder – were the tactics of the weak against the strong. From a position
of weakness, their use of available resources was economical: insurgency is cheap,
counterinsurgency costly. In this sense, ‘terrorism’ was more accurate and appropriate
than ‘banditry’. Even in the 1950s – before Palestinian plane hijackings, Irish Republican
bombings or Italian Red Brigade assassinations (and certainly before ‘9/11’, which
unleashed a flood of inconsistent etymological analyses) – ‘terrorist’ was one of the most
misleading words in the English language. Universally accepted definitions were and are
elusive; there is not one terrorism, but a variety of terrorisms. Walter Laqueur recently
remarked that although the search for definitions will continue, ‘any attempt to find a
common denominator, a formula as suitable for Irish 19th century terrorism as for
narco-terrorism in Columbia or al Qaeda and Osama bin Laden, is bound to fail’.67

This article has contributed to the crowded historiography of the Malayan
Emergency by focusing on the neglected aspect of terminology. Such neglect is
symptomatic of a larger historical lacuna. Cold War propaganda is now the subject of
close scholarly scrutiny but the main means by which it was communicated – words –
has been overlooked. The Cold War was, to a large extent, a battle for moral superiority,
and in this battle words replaced bullets. The article has revealed the importance attached
at the time to choosing the ‘right’ words and the consequences, during the early years of
the Malayan Emergency, of choosing the ‘wrong’ words. The slippery nature of political
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language was implied by one Whitehall official in 1948. ‘The dividing line between the
terrorist and the fighter for freedom’, he wrote, ‘is not always so clear in the minds of the
outside world or the people of the terrorists’ own country as it seems to us.’68 But the
British themselves – the sanctimonious ‘us’ – had blurred that line by transforming,
within ten years, the MCP from a heroic resistance movement in World War Two to a
troublesome gang of bandits to an insidious Communist terrorist organisation. Semiotic
warfare therefore creates a perceptual prism through which combatants are viewed and
judged. This applies to either military or ideological conflict and applies especially to
those campaigns, such as the Malayan Emergency, that are both.
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