
























































community’s objection to schooling for girls.
Sekolah Permaisuri could traced its origins as far back as the mid-189%0s.
The Datu Bandar, Abang Kasim, mooted the idea of a school for girls in 1894 but

B It took

his suggestion proved too advance for the Malay community then.
another three decades as well as through the forceful and determined efforts of
Abang Abdillah, the son of Abang Kasim who was appointed Datu Bandar in 1924, to
realize the establishment of an all-girl Malay school. During an address at the
Speech Day of the Government Lay School in 1925, Abang Abdillah resurrected his
father’s vision of a school for Malay girls in Kuching.26 The once conservative
attitude and traditional outlook of the Malay community had by then gradually
given way to more progressive ideas.

Like his generous father before him, Abang Abdillah allowed the Sekolah

Permaisuri to operate temporarily at his house from 1926 to 1930 while awaiting

the construction of its premises at Kampong Satok.

*[Women] should be helpmates and not drags upon their husbands’

A Curriculum for Future Wives and Mothers

The main intention, as mentioned earlier, of establishing schools for girlts by
the Christian missions was to prepare and train them to assume responsibilities
and role befitting a wife, mother and home-maker. The basic assumption was that
these girls would eventually be married to young Christian men and together they

shall raise a family and home based upon the teachings of Christ. Although not

25 See SG, 1 December 1894.

1 See SG, 1 October 1955.
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abiding by Christian principles of nurturing a family and household, Malay girls
of Sekolah Permaisuri too were expected to be housewives and mothers in
accordance with Islamic teachings.

With marriage and family life as thé future agenda in the lives of female
students, all the schools for girls without exception emphasized a practical, as
opposed to a literary, academic oriented curriculum. Mary Hoover considered that
the purpose of education for girls was to ensure that they ‘should be helpmates
and not drags upon their husbands’, and, fit and prepared to build good and
comfortable homes.27 Simplicity and thriftiness were the hallmarks of the set-up
and management of her schools; virtues which ‘her girls’ were expected to emulate
and practise in their future roles as wife andrhome—maker. To ensure there were
no ‘drags’, a practical curriculum was taught emphasizing the learning of modern
domestic skills, simple nursing and nutrition.28

The curriculum at St Mary’s and St Teresa’s also stressed training in the
domestic arts. Girls at St Teresa’s, for instance, ‘were indeed taught to read
and write, but much of their time was spent in needlework, laundry, cooking and
child care’.z9 The English-medium curricula at St Mary’s included reading,
writing and some simple arithmetic with practical subjects like needlework which
included embroidery and lace-making. Some domestic knowledge and hygiene
considered necessary to future home—makers like laundry and housekeeping also

made up part of the curriculum; and as recreation the girls were taught singing

1 Cartwright, Tuan Hoover of Borneo, p. 107.

B 1bid, p. 108.

1 Rooney, Khabar Gembira, p. 152. Emphasis added. For St Mary’s, see Taylor
and Heyward, The Kuching Anglican Schools, pp. 65-66; and Borneo, S.P.G. Handbook
Series, London: S.P.G. House, n.d., p. 46.
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and participated in games.” Girls at Sekolah Permaisuri were taught the 3R’s

but the main focus of instruction, however, was in domestic skills and
handicrafts.’!

Like Mary Hoover’s ‘girls’, Convent—-trained girls too were highly in demand
as wives. The Sisters at St Teresa’s even went a step further by acting as the
*parents’ of their orphaned charges and provide their trousseau at the time of

marriage‘J2

Overcoming Prejudices: Some Achievements in Female Education

Beginning with the teaching of the *five China dolls’, Chinese orphans left under
the care of the Nuns, St Teresa’s population by 1937 grew to 363 pupilé, making
it the largest girls’ school in Borneo then.33 St Mary’s too had students in the
hundreds by the 1930s, likewise Mary Hoover’s school at Sibu. By 1933 Sekolah
Permaisuri had a respectable enrolment of fifty.34 Moreover, in the Malay boys’
schools, girls generally constituted a fifth of the total enrolmentg35 Although
no figures were available for the Chinese vernacular schools which also had a

mixed enrolment, the number of female students was likely to exceed the one fifth

30 See ‘'Third Annual Report of the Bishop of the Diocese, 1st December
1920’, Diocese of Labuan and Sarawak, Annual Report 1920, Borneo Church Mission
(In connection with S.P.G.). p. 11.

i See Sabihah bt Osman, ‘The Development of Malay Vernacular Education in
Sarawak, 1841-1941°, Jebat, 14 (1986), p. 39.

3 See Rooney, Khabar Gembira, pp. 152-3.

3 See Munan-Oettli, Land of the Headhunters, pp. 3-4, 15-16 and 55.

¥ sg, 3 June 1933.

¥ see sG, 1 October 1925.
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as in the Malay boyvs’ school considering the more forward looking attitude of the
Chinese community vis-a-vis their Malay counterpart.

Conservative and rather archaic attitudes towards female education
gradually begin to change particularly among the urban Chinésé population. The
large enrolment at the mission girls’ schools indicated a shift in opinion and
a realization of the benefits of schobling for girls. The practical curriculum
offered by St Teresa’s and the reputation of its graduates as consummate home-
makers, proudly known as ‘Convent girls’, fostered»a favourable image which
consequently increased its enrolment.

In the case of the Sarawak Chinese, it was still éducation for

its own sake as far as girls were concerned. There were no

professions a respectably brought-up girl could enter. But having a

daughter spend a few years at the Convent proved to one’s neighbour

that one cqu[d afford it, and it might also §3hance her value in the

eye of a similarly educated future husband.

Although practical domestic subjects were largely emphasized in female
education, there was a realization from the mid-1920s that a more academic-
content curribulum was favourable and to the future interest of the girls. In
1940 St Teresa’s presented its first candidate for the Cambridge Junior
Certificate ‘Examination437 In the case of Sekolah Permaisuri, 1940 was an
auspicious year which witnessed the success of seven girls who had completed a

special examination and qualified themselves to enter the English-stream of the

Maderasah Melayu, the highest grade Malay school during the Brooke period.38 At

% Munan-Oettli, Land of the Headhunters, p. 33.

M Ibid, p. 57.

% Sabihah binti Osman, ‘Pelajaran bagi Anak-Anak Perempuan Bumiputra di
Sekolah-Sekolah Melayu Kerajaan di Sabah dan Sarawak pada Zaman Kompeni Berpiagam
(1881-1941) dan Rejim Brooke (1841-1941) - Satu Tinjauan’, Malaysia in History,
18, 2 (December 1975), p. 7.

In 1931 the Brooke government created the Maderasah Melayu, an amalgamation
of the Kampong Jawa School and the Government Lay School, to curb a worrying
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St Mary’s, Junior Cambridge classes were started in 1935 with four masters from

0
¥ It came as no

the boys’ school of St Thomas’s offering their assistance.
surprise then to hear of graduates of these girls’ schools, armed with acceptable
qualifications, returning as teachers to serve their alma mater. For instance,
three out of the four teachers that taught at Sekolah Permaisuri in 1941 were
former graduates of the school; they eaqh had passed Standard VII, the highest
grade then offered b& the school.40

Among Brooke official circles, there were also supportive voices of female
education. Illustrative of this was the government patronage and financial
contribution afforded the Sekolah Permaisuri. Another indication was the views
expressed by R. W. Hammond, who was commissioned by Rajah Vyner’s government to
look into the state of education in the country. In his ‘Report’, issued in 1937,
Hammond admitted the Brooke government’s negligience of female education in the
past.“ He felt that more efforts had to be made to encourage parents to send

their daughters to school and the government should on its part establish more

schools for girls.42 Although the Pacific War interrupted the implementation of

trend among Malay youths aspiring to be clerks in the civil service armed only
with a ‘smattering of English’. The Maderasah stressed a practical curriculum to
produce graduates who had no claims on clerical positions. Instead it was the
desired objective of the authorities to ensure that after some basic schooling
in practical subjects, Malay youths would return to their village and commun1ty
and help develop the land.

For the Maderasah Melayu, see 0Ooi, ‘Sarawak Malay Attitudes Towards
Education’, pp. 355-6. :

B See Taylor and Heyward, The Kuching Anglican Schools, pp. 69 and 72; and,
The Chronicle, 24, 1 (February 1936), p. 15.

40

Sabihah binti Osman, ‘Pelajaran Anak-Anak Pereﬁpuan Bumiputra’, p. 7.

4 See R. W Hammond, ‘Report on Education in Sarawak’, typescript, 1937
(SMA}, p. 97.

Y 1bid.
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Hammond’s recommendations, it demonstrated a more positive attitude of Brooke

officialdom towards the issue of female education.
Concluding Remarks

Notwithstanding the untiring work of the advocates of female education, the
results were discouraging. Conservative attitudes remained firm and unmoved,
particularly strong within Malay-Muslim society irrespective of urban or rural
communities. It was only through the latter years of the 1930s that witnessed a
small breakthrough in the Malay-Muslim wall of conservatism as exemplified by the
existence of the Sekolah Permaisuri. Even amongst the Chinese, who were
relatively the most progressive vis-a-vis other communities, the number of
Chinese girls who partook of formal schooling was but a small number. The
commendable efforts of the mission schools in convincing Chinese parents to the
benefits of sending their daughters for formal education was the single most
important reason for the increase in enrolment in these schools. Unlike for boys,
economic factors did not feature in the decision of Chinese parents in wanting
education for their daughters.43 The practical training in domestic skills
proved to be the most appealing feature of the curriculum of schools for girls.
But as the late 1920s and the 1930s had shown there was a realization that there
was a real need to incorporate more academic-based instruction to enable girls

to pursue careers, the most appropriate professions then being teaching and

4 For the arguments of the predominance of economic motives in acquiring
an English-medium mission education in Sarawak, see Ooi Keat Gin, ‘Mission
Education in Sarawak During the Period of Brooke Rule, 1841-1946°, Sarawak Museum
Journal, 62, 63 (New Series) (December 1991): 283-373; and, °‘Education in
Sarawak: From Brooke Rule to Colonial Office Administration, 1841-1963’, Borneo
Research Bulletin, 24 (1992): 62-67. -
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nursing.
It was only during the post-Brooke period that attitudes gradually begin
to change amongst the various ethnic groups towards formal education and a
realization of its socio-economic and political benefits. Progress in female
education, though still slow, became more promising during the late 1940s and

1950s under Colonial Office tutelage.44

_—— %

Abbreviations

SG Sarawak Gazette

SMA Sarawak Museum and State Archives, Kuching

SPG Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, -London

USPG United Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, London

M Sarawak was ceded to the Britian in mid-1946 and came under the
administration of the Colonial Office in London which governed it as a Crown
Colony.

For the development of education during the post-Brooke period, see Ooi
Keat Gin, ‘Education in Sarawak During the Period of Colonial Administration,
1946-1963", Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Roval Asiatic Society, 63, 2
(December 1990): 35-68.




