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The War of the Running Dogs: The Malayan Emergency 1948?1960

The Malayan Emergency, spanning from 1948 to 1960, is a pivotal chapter in the history of
Southeast Asia. Often referred to as the war of the running dogs, this conflict was characterized by
intense guerrilla warfare, political upheaval, and the struggle for independence. Understanding the
Malayan Emergency is essential to grasp the complex dynamics of colonialism, anti-communism,
and nation-building in post-war Malaya.

Introduction to the Malayan Emergency

The Malayan Emergency was a guerrilla war fought between Commonwealth forces?primarily
British, Malayan, and Commonwealth troops?and the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA),
the armed wing of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP). It is often described as a
"counter-insurgency" conflict, with the primary goal of suppressing communist insurgents seeking to
establish a socialist state in Malaya.

The conflict was rooted in the aftermath of World War 11, during which Malaya experienced economic
hardship, social unrest, and a surge in communist activities. The Emergency officially began on
June 16, 1948, when British authorities declared a state of emergency following a series of attacks
on rubber plantations and infrastructure.

Historical Background

Colonial Malaya and the Rise of Communism

Malaya, a British colony at the time, was a major producer of rubber and tin, making it a strategic
economic hub. The colonial administration heavily relied on Chinese and Indian laborers, leading to
a diverse and sometimes tense social fabric.

Post-war economic decline and the collapse of the British "Malayan Union" led to political unrest.
The MCP capitalized on this unrest, advocating for independence and land reforms, while also

promoting communist ideology inspired by the Chinese Revolution and Soviet communism.

The Formation of the Malayan Communist Party
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Founded in 1930, the MCP aimed to overthrow colonial rule and establish a socialist state. During
World War 11, the MCP aligned with the Chinese Communist Party and fought against Japanese
occupation, gaining popularity among local Chinese communities.

After the war, the MCP intensified its efforts, leading to increased violence and sabotage against
colonial authorities and economic targets, prompting the British to respond with military force.

The Course of the Conflict
Initial Incidents and Escalation

The conflict erupted with a series of attacks against British and colonial infrastructure, including
police stations, plantations, and transportation routes. The MCP's military wing, the Malayan
National Liberation Army (MNLA), employed guerrilla tactics such as hit-and-run attacks, sabotage,
and ambushes.

The British response included curfews, martial law, and the deployment of troops from Britain,
Australia, New Zealand, and other Commonwealth nations.

The "Emergency" Strategy

The British adopted a comprehensive counter-insurgency approach, which included:

- Establishing "New Villages" to isolate insurgents from local populations
- Implementing a "hearts and minds" campaign to win local support

- Using intelligence and military operations to target insurgent bases

- Undertaking psychological warfare and propaganda efforts

The "New Village" program was patrticularly notable, as it aimed to cut off insurgents from their
support base but was often criticized for displacing villagers and causing hardship.

Key Events and Turning Points

- 1952: The British introduced the Briggs Plan, which involved relocating rural Chinese
communities to controlled areas to cut off supplies to the insurgents.

- 1954: The Baling Talks, where British authorities attempted negotiations with MCP leaders, but
the talks failed.

- 1955: The Malayan government achieved independence from Britain, but the insurgency
persisted.
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- 1956?71958: Major military operations, including "Operation Fireball" and "Operation Backfire,"
significantly weakened the MNLA.

- 1960: The declared end of the Emergency, with the MCP diminished and its leaders captured or
exiled.

The Role of Key Figures

British Colonial Authorities

Sir Gerald Templer, appointed as High Commissioner in 1952, played a crucial role in shaping the
counter-insurgency strategies. His policies emphasized winning support among the local population
and employing psychological warfare.

Malayan Leaders

Tunku Abdul Rahman, the first Prime Minister of Malaya, was instrumental in leading the country
toward independence, emphasizing unity and anti-communist measures.

Communist Leaders

The MCP's military leadership, including Chin Peng, was central to planning and executing insurgent
operations. Chin Peng later became a prominent exile, advocating for communist ideals.

Impact and Legacy

Political and Social Effects

- Malaya gained independence in 1957, partly due to the successful suppression of the
insurgency.

- The Emergency solidified the British model of counter-insurgency, influencing conflicts
worldwide.

- The conflict fostered ethnic tensions, especially between Chinese and Malay communities,
which persisted post-independence.

Military and Security Lessons
- The importance of winning "hearts and minds" in counter-insurgency.

- The effectiveness of combined military and political strategies.
- The role of intelligence and local support in defeating insurgencies.
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Historical Controversies and Narratives

The term "war of the running dogs" was used pejoratively by communist insurgents to refer to the
British and their allies, portraying them as imperialist puppets. This phrase encapsulates the
ideological struggle and propaganda of the conflict.

Many historians debate the moral and strategic aspects of the Emergency, with discussions on
human rights abuses, displacement, and the long-term impacts on Malayan society.

Conclusion

The Malayan Emergency (1948?71960) was a defining moment in Southeast Asian history,
representing a complex interplay of colonialism, anti-communism, and emerging nationalism. While
the conflict officially ended in 1960, its repercussions are still evident today in Malaysia's political
landscape, ethnic relations, and security policies.

Understanding this conflict provides valuable insights into modern counter-insurgency strategies,
post-colonial nation-building, and the enduring struggle for sovereignty and social cohesion in
Southeast Asia. The phrase the war of the running dogs remains a potent reminder of the
ideological battles that shaped the region?s modern history.

The War of the Running Dogs: The Malayan Emergency (1948?71960)

The phrase "the war of the running dogs" is a provocative term that has been used by some to
describe the Malayan Emergency, a complex and tumultuous period in Malaysia?s history from
1948 to 1960. This term reflects the deep-seated tensions, ideological battles, and struggles for
independence that characterized this conflict. The Malayan Emergency was not merely a
conventional war but a guerrilla conflict rooted in colonialism, nationalism, and Cold War geopolitics.
Understanding this period requires examining the multifaceted nature of the insurgency, the
responses of the colonial authorities, and the long-term consequences for Malaysia?s path to
independence.

Origins of the Malayan Emergency

Background: Colonial Malaysia and the Rise of Communist Insurgency

Malaya (now Malaysia) during the first half of the 20th century was a British colony rich in tin and
rubber, attracting significant economic interest from British and global corporations. The colonial

administration maintained control through a system that marginalized indigenous Malay populations
while favoring Chinese and Indian communities involved in commerce and industry.
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Post-World War Il, the global wave of decolonization and the Cold War's bipolar tension created
fertile ground for insurgency. The Malayan Communist Party (MCP), inspired by Marxist-Leninist
ideology, sought to overthrow colonial rule and establish a socialist state. Their military wing, the
Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA), launched guerrilla campaigns, resulting in the outbreak of
the Emergency in 1948.

The Term "War of the Running Dogs"

The label "war of the running dogs" originates from the language used by the MCP and their
sympathizers, who viewed the colonial authorities and their Western allies as "running dogs" of
imperialism. This phrase encapsulates the ideological framing of the conflict, painting the British and
their local collaborators as traitors to the Malayan people. It underscores the deep political and
cultural divisions and highlights the insurgents? narrative of resistance against colonial domination.

Major Phases of the Conflict
Phase 1: The Outbreak and Early Guerilla Warfare (1948?1950)
The conflict ignited in June 1948 with the assassination of a British rubber planter and a series of
ambushes against colonial police. The MCP declared an armed struggle to establish a communist
state and to resist what they saw as imperialist exploitation.
Key features of this phase:

- Rapid expansion of guerrilla activities.

- Formation of jungle bases and networks.

- Increased violence and sabotage against colonial infrastructure.
The British responded with harsh measures, including the deployment of British troops, police, and
special units. The Emergency was officially declared in June 1948. Despite initial setbacks, the
insurgents maintained a resilient guerrilla campaign.
Phase 2: Counter-Insurgency and the Briggs Plan (1950?1957)
By the early 1950s, the British adopted more systematic counter-insurgency strategies. The Briggs

Plan (1950) was a significant turning point, which involved:

- Resettlement of Chinese villages into "New Villages" to cut off support for insurgents.
- Intensive propaganda to win hearts and minds.
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- Enhanced military operations, including patrols, ambushes, and intelligence gathering.
This phase saw a decline in MCP's operational capacity but also increased civilian suffering and
displacement. The British employed psychological warfare, curfews, and military tribunals to
suppress the insurgency.
Phase 3: Final Suppression and Ceasefire (195771960)
By the late 1950s, the British, along with Malayan forces, had gained significant ground, effectively
dismantling the MCP?s networks. The declaration of independence for Malaya in 1957, led by
Tunku Abdul Rahman and the Alliance Party, further shifted the political landscape.
The MCP?s leadership sought negotiations, and a ceasefire was agreed upon in September 1957.
The insurgency officially ended in 1960, with the MCP declaring a ceasefire and eventually
disbanding.
Key Strategies and Tactics
Guerrilla Warfare
The MCP relied heavily on guerrilla tactics:

- Hit-and-run attacks.

- Ambushes.

- Use of jungle terrain for concealment.

- Psychological warfare to intimidate civilians and colonial forces.
Counter-Insurgency Measures
The British and Malayan authorities employed:

- The Briggs Plan: Resettlement to isolate insurgents.

- Intelligence operations: Use of spies and informants.

- Military patrols: Search-and-destroy missions.

- Propaganda campaigns: Promoting loyalty to the colonial government.

Impact on Society and Politics

Civilian Impact
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The Emergency caused significant hardship:

- Displacement of thousands of villagers.

- Disruption of local economies.

- Fear and suspicion within communities, especially among Chinese and Indian populations.
Political Consequences

- Strengthening of the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) and the Alliance Party.

- Gradual move toward independence, achieved in 1957.

- Establishment of a new political order prioritizing Malay rights and sovereignty.
Cold War Context and Global Dynamics
The Malayan Emergency was a Cold War battleground, with the Western bloc supporting
anti-communist efforts, primarily Britain, and the MCP aligned with global communist movements

inspired by the Soviet Union and China.

The conflict exemplified the global struggle between communism and capitalism, influencing
international policies and military strategies.

Legacy of the Malayan Emergency
The end of the Emergency in 1960 marked a turning point in Malaysia?s history:
- It demonstrated the effectiveness of combined military and political strategies.
- It laid the groundwork for the eventual independence of Malaya.
- It served as a model for counter-insurgency operations worldwide.
However, the conflict also left scars:
- Deep divisions among ethnic communities.
- Displacement and trauma among civilians.

- Continued debates over colonial policies and their long-term impacts.

Conclusion: Reflection on a "War of the Running Dogs"
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The term "war of the running dogs" encapsulates the ideological and cultural resistance against
colonialism, but it also underscores the brutal realities faced by civilians and soldiers alike. The
Malayan Emergency was a complex conflict driven by aspirations for independence, fears of
communism, and the geopolitical ambitions of Cold War powers.

Understanding this period helps contextualize Malaysia?s modern history?a nation shaped by its
struggle against both external imperial forces and internal divisions. It remains a poignant reminder
of how wars fought in jungles and political halls alike influence the destinies of nations.

In summary, the Malayan Emergency was more than a guerrilla conflict; it was a pivotal chapter in
the decolonization process and Cold War geopolitics. Its lessons continue to resonate today,
emphasizing the importance of nuanced strategies, cultural understanding, and resilient political will
in overcoming insurgencies and achieving national sovereignty.

QuestionAnswer What was the Malayan Emergency (1948-1960) and why was it called 'The War
of the Running Dogs'? The Malayan Emergency was a guerrilla war fought between Commonwealth
armed forces and communist insurgents in Malaya from 1948 to 1960. It was dubbed 'The War of
the Running Dogs' by the insurgents to ridicule the colonial authorities and their allies, implying they
were servile agents of imperialism. Who were the main parties involved in the Malayan Emergency?
The main parties involved were the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) and its armed wing, the
Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA), against British colonial authorities, Malay nationalist
groups, and later the Federation of Malaya government. What were the primary tactics used by the
communist insurgents during the Emergency? The insurgents employed guerrilla tactics such as
hit-and-run attacks, ambushes, sabotage, and propaganda to undermine colonial authority and win
support among the local population. How did the British and Commonwealth forces counter the
insurgency during the Malayan Emergency? They implemented a combination of military operations,
'hearts and minds' campaigns, the establishment of New Villages to separate insurgents from the
population, and legal measures like the Emergency Regulations to detain suspected communists.
What role did the Briggs Plan play in ending the Malayan Emergency? The Briggs Plan was a
strategic effort to cut off support for the insurgents by resettling rural Chinese and Malay populations
into fortified villages, thereby depriving insurgents of resources and shelter, which was instrumental
in suppressing the rebellion. How did the Malayan Emergency impact the path towards
independence for Malaya? The Emergency heightened nationalist sentiments and demonstrated the
importance of self-governance, ultimately expediting Malaya's independence from Britain in 1957.
What was the significance of the phrase 'The War of the Running Dogs' in the context of the
Emergency? The phrase was used by communist insurgents to mock colonial authorities and their
allies, portraying them as subservient agents of imperialism and emphasizing their opposition to
foreign influence in Malaya. What was the outcome of the Malayan Emergency? The insurgency
was effectively suppressed by 1960, leading to a victory for the British and Malayan government. It
paved the way for Malaya's independence and influenced counter-insurgency strategies worldwide.
How did the Malayan Emergency influence future counter-insurgency operations? The successful



The war of the running dogs the malayan emergency 19481960 Fil... Vol. 2022, Issue 11

strategies employed during the Emergency, such as population control, psychological warfare, and
community engagement, became models for counter-insurgency efforts globally, including in
Vietnam and other conflicts. Are there any lasting legacies of the Malayan Emergency in modern
Malaysia? Yes, the Emergency left a lasting impact on Malaysia?s political landscape, security
policies, and national identity. It also highlighted the importance of ethnic relations and contributed
to the development of Malaysia?s defense and internal security doctrines.
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