Rajahs and Rebels in Retrospect:  A Look Back at 

Iban History in the Brooke Era
A talk presented at the Senate Meeting Room, Chancellory Building (Old Campus), University Malaysia Sarawak on 7 March 2007. 
Robert Pringle first came to Sarawak in 1965 as a member of the Cornell University Southeast Asia Program. He carried out research in Sarawak for fifteen months, following on from earlier archival research in England. The book “Rajahs and Rebels: The Iban of Sarawak Under Brooke Rule, 1841–1941” was the product of that research; it was and continues to be recognized as an exceptionally well informed and analytically rigorous book which makes a contribution to both Iban Studies and the colonial period in Southeast Asian history. 

On a return visit to Sarawak, more than forty years later, Robert takes the opportunity in this presentation to look back in retrospect on his earlier work, reflecting in particular on some of the things that strike him as interesting in light of the passage of history since.

He begins by describing the background to his initial arrival in Sarawak in 1965 and his association with the London Cornell project. The memories of his arrival and settling in period, his relationship with people such as Ronald Harrisson and Benedict Sandin, and his visits into the field are recalled and described; always with sensitivity and fondness, sometimes with a sense of humour. 
This was “a halcyon time in Sarawak” and despite the changes that have taken place since then, Pringle’s conclusion forty years later is that “the soul of Sarawak has not changed”.

In writing Rajahs and Rebels, he was interested in relationships, in particular the impact of the colonial will on different local cultures and how this was played out with the Brookes. While the story of the “White Rajah in his jungle settlement” was often tinged with romantic, exotic overtones, especially in England, Pringle found the reality considerably more complicated and not quite so rosy. 
Concerning the Brooke period in Sarawak and the relationship between the Rajahs Brooke and the local people, in his talk Pringle identifies three points which he deems of particular interest and significance in terms of historical impact.

The first concerns the way that the Brookes came to rely for their power on Iban military backing. This was a unique scenario in South East Asian history and a relationship that was continued by later governments during the Malayan Emergency and during Confrontation. 

The second point he identifies as the “central paradox of Brooke rule”: the fact that a “shoestring” and virtually unsupported government had such an impact on “how” and “where” people lived and the way that this impact has resonated through the later history of Sarawak. 

Finally, he suggests that the most valuable part of the Brooke heritage was that the Brookes were able to take such a culturally diverse population of people and bring them together such that a harmonious government would result, even though from a more modern perspective some of the things done by the Brookes to achieve this were not so commendable. 
Robert Pringle is a retired American Foreign Service Officer with extensive experience in Africa and Southeast Asia. The benefit of that experience is apparent in the content of his talk for he is a man who “sees the big picture” - that local events and processes need to be seen in a global context and as a product of global processes, if they are to be fully understood. The events of history, in other words, tend to have multiple causations. 
And of history itself? Pringle has no regrets concerning his book “Rajahs and Rebels”. He is fully aware that others may see things or write from a different perspective.  “Everyone rewrites history” he says, depending on what is important to different groups, at different times and in different contexts. “Good history is nearly always about narrative” he remarks. And he tells it well.
The MP3 file contains a recording of the talk by Robert Pringle as well as the “questions and discussion” time which followed.
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