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Foreword 

It gives me great pleasure to pen a few words of introduction for 
Leon Comber's historical survey of Sino-Malay relations, leading 
up to the 13 May 1969 disturbances. 

Mr. Comber is indeed well qualified to write this account as he 
has a good working knowledge of our national language, Bahasa 
Malaysia, as well as being well versed in Chinese, and as a 
Malaysian citizen, he is one of the select band of Europeans who 
has a deep and warm appreciation of our culture and way of life. 

It is the only work I know which attempts to provide in such a 
clear, concise and objective form the main scenario of Sino-Malay 
relations in Malaysia for the layman to follow. Mr. Comber's style 
is lucid and attractive, which makes his book easy to read, and he 
deals with quite complicated issues in a refreshingly clear way. I 
feel sure that future scholars will be greatly indebted to Mr. 
Comber's work for providing the framework on which further 
detailed research may be carried out. 

I wish Mr. Comber's book all the success which it deserves and I 
hope that many of our people will read and benefit from it. 

(Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra) 



Author's Preface 

On 15 March 1981, the New Straits Times published the follow­
ing letter from Maarof Bakar, who described himself as a 
labourer: 

'Many young people, now in their twenties, were eye­
witnesses to the race riots of May 13, 1969. They will never 
be able to forget what they saw. 

'They were children then, aged between 10 and 15. But 
they were old enough to understand what was happening. 
young enough to be observers rather than participants. 

'The images of buildings on fire, soldiers carrying guns 
through the streets, racial violence, racial hatred and pre­
judices were magnified in their eyes. 

'Today, they are young adults. They feel they have an im­
portant mission. They feel they have a responsibility to 
always remind themselves and others of the time they saw 
the power of destruction that can be unleashed when emo­
tion defeats reason. 

'They search for answers to the questions that disturb 
them. They search the past, the history of this nation. No 
group of people are so intense about finding reasons for the 
riots they witnessed as children. No group of people in this 
land show greater interest towards race-relations as they do. 

'I call them the children of 13 May, and I am proud to be 
one of them.' 

This study, then, is dedicated to the 'children of 13 May' in the 
hope that it will help them to understand the questions which still 
haunt them. It is based on an acquaintance (and fascination) 
with Malaysia extending over thirty-five years, when the author 
who was then a young staff officer on 34th Indian Corps head­
quarters, first landed on the west coast of Malaya near Port 
Swettenham in September 1945 with the 'Operation Zipper' 
invasion force. However, the actual research and writing was 
spread over two years or so, and was originally presented as a 
dissertation in part fulfilment of the degree of MA in Compara­
tive Asian Studies at the University of Hong Kong. 
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Introduction 

This small volume is an attempt to chronicle the long road to the 
H May 1969 riots in Kuala Lumpur, which were acknowledged 
by the Malaysian authorities to be the most serious racial riots in 
the history of the country. It is not primarily concerned with re­
counting the events of that tragic occasion, but is an attempt to 
lay bare the underlying reasons for what happened and to provide 
a comprehensive, yet concise, historical picture of the complex 
Sino-Malay relationship in Peninsular Malaysia, for both layman 
and student of race relations alike. 

In order to do this, the interplay of the two main communities 
in Peninsular Malaysia, the Malays and Chinese, has been 
scrutinized from a historical viewpoint, going back to the time of 
the earliest Chinese settlements in Malaya. 

It was only after the tremendous influx of Chinese immigrants 
in the second half of the nineteenth century that Sino-Malay fric­
tion began to grow. There were differences of customs, language, 
food and religion. But, more importantly, the 'world view' of the 
two communities was poles apart too. The Chinese were xeno­
phobic and sinocentric. On the other hand, the social and 
religious structure of the Malays made it impossible for any other 
religious or ethnic group, with the exception of Arabs or Indian­
Muslims, to be integrated with them. Intermarriage between the 
two communities, which would have helped to break down racial 
barriers, was extremely rare, as the non-Malay partner would be 
required to embrace the Muslim faith. 

Most of the early Chinese immigrants were in the true sense of 
the word 'aliens', and moreover, transient aliens, as the great ma­
jority of them had no intention of settling in Malaya but only of 
seeking their fortune and, if they were fortunate enough, return­
ing, wealthier than they had ever dreamed of, to their ancestral 
villages in China. However, as the twentieth century progressed 
there was a growing number of local-born Chinese who began to 
think of Malaya as their home and who had no intention of return­
ing to China. It was this section of the Chinese community which 
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began to demand citizenship rights and some say in the running of 
the country. 

When the 1931 Census revealed for the first time that the 
Malays were outnumbered in their own country by the non­
Malays, it came as something of a shock to both the Malays and 
the British colonial authorities. The Malays were concerned 
about preserving their heritage and birthright as the indigenous 
people of the country, a factor which had been recognized by the 
British in the treaties entered into with the Malay rulers much 
earlier on. Restrictions were imposed on further immigration by 
Chinese, and steps were taken to control Chinese schools, which 
were 'alien enclaves' teaching Chinese values and loyalties inap­
propriate to the Malayan setting_ 

The Japanese occupation ( 1942 - 5) gave the British Colonial 
Office time to 'rethink' the situation and to formulate plans for the 
reoccupation of the country after the Japanese had been 
defeated. In the meantime, Japanese rule exacerbated the ill­
feeling between the Malay and Chinese communities. Although 
both communities suffered, the Chinese were the worse off 
because they were distrusted by the Japanese, especially as China 
had been at war with Japan since 1937, and Chinese communist 
and other volunteer units had put up a stiff resistance to the 
Japanese during the dosing stages of the battle for Singapore. 

The Malayan Union plan which the British introduced on their 
return to Malaya in 1945 did not find favour in Malay eyes, as it 
gave away too much to the non-Malays, and it had to be 
withdrawn and replaced by the Federation of Malaya Agreement, 
which reaffirmed the 'special position' of the Malays and 
recognized the sultans as sovereign monarchs, which meant ipso 
facto that the Federation of Malaya was a Malay state. 

By the early 1950s, it was clear that the main grounds for 
dissatisfaction and resentment on the part of the Chinese were 
their lack of citizenship rights; the national language issue, which 
they feared would lead to the stamping out of the Chinese 
language and culture; the national education policy, favouring 
Malay as the medium of instruction; and what they perceived as 
the privileged 'special position' of the Malays. 

In order to present a united front to the Reid Constitutional 
Commission which was drafting the constitution for an indepen­
dent Malaya, UMNO and the MCA leaders agreed in 1956 to a 
'bargain' or 'pact' whereby the MCA conceded Malay 'special 
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rights' in return for more liberal citizenship terms, as well as a 
free hand for the Chinese in pursuing their economic and corn -
mercial interests. 

As Tunku Abdul Rahman put it in 1969, 'The Malays have 
gained for themselves political power. The Chinese and Indians 
have won for themselves economic power' (see p. 64). It is indeed, 
this 'bargain' which has bedevilled Sino-Malay relations in more 
recent times, as the younger generation of Chinese do not wish to 
abide by it. Moreover, the matter was not made any better by the 
People's Action Party's campaigning in the 1964 Malaysian 
general elections for a 'Malaysian Malaysia', and Prime Minister 
Lee Kuan Yew's challenging the 'special rights' of the Malays, 
which was to lead to Singapore's expulsion from Malaysia. In 
fact, the electioneering leading up to the 1969 federal and state 
elections released dangerous pent-up racial feelings and emotions 
both on the Malay and the Chinese sides, and it seemed as if both 
communities were moving inexorably towards a massive confron­
tation on a scale which had never before been envisaged. 

The spilling of blood on 13 May 1969, and the terrible distur­
bances which followed, almost tore the country asunder. Parlia­
ment was suspended for twenty months and the country was ruled 
by a National Operations Council. By the time parliament 
resumed, many changes had taken place. Tunku Abdul Rahman 
was no longer prime minister. He had resigned in September 1970 
after leading the country as a multiracial symbol for fifteen years. 
The Rukunegara, or official state ideology, had been announced, 
and a 'New Economic Policy' (NEP) had been unwrapped. 
Several contentious and potentially dangerous matters dealing, 
for example, with Malay 'special rights', the national language, 
religion, and so on, had been removed from the domain of discus­
sion not only in public but also in the hitherto privileged confines 
of the Dewan Rakyat and the state legislatures. The Rukunegara 
made it evident that neither the Malay nor Chinese extremists 
were going to be able to claim victory, as it tried to steer a middle 
path between the interests of the two communities. 

The New Economic Policy, which has been spelt out in detail 
in the Second Malaysia Plan 1971-1975, follows a two-pronged 
approach: the restructuring of the economy to 'correct economic 
imbalance' between the Malays and the Chinese, and the eradica­
tion of poverty among all Malaysians. 

If the spirit of the NEP is adhered to in practice, so that, as the 
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plan says, 'no particular group will experience any loss or feel any 
sense of deprivation', then there can be no objection to it, but ob­
viously much depends on the way in which the policy is inter-
preted and administered by the Malaysian authorities. .

The cut-off point of this account is the resumption of parlia­
ment in February 1971, as what happens after that marks the 
beginning of yet another panel in the unfolding scroll of Sino­
Malay relations. 

In dealing with the 13 May 1969 racial riots and Sino-Malay 
friction, attention has been focused on what happened in Penin­
sular Malaysia rather than in Singapore or Sabah and Sarawak, 
and events in the latter three territories have been referred to only 
when they have a bearing on the subject 'of this book. 

Chapter One 

The Beginnings of Plural Society in 
Malaya: Chinese and Malays 

Since A.D. 414, when Fa Hsien, the intrepid Buddhist monk and 
pilgrim, stayed in Java for five months on his way back to China 
after a stay of fifteen years in India, the Chinese have continued 
to visit the Nanyang (Southeast Asia) in increasing numbers. 
However, as far as the Malay Peninsula is concerned, the earliest 
record that we have from Chinese sources of a Chinese colony 
there comes from the account of Wang Ta-yuan, who in 1349 
mentions Tumasik, or old Singapore. 1 

The first significant Chinese settlements on the islands of the 
Malay archipelago date from as early as the thirteenth century. 
At San-fo-ts'i, in the neighbourhood of Palembang in Sumatra, 
there were several thousand Chinese, and it was one of the impor­
tant ports of call for junks from China and ships from India. z 
Nevertheless, perhaps the best known early contacts with Malaya 
occurred during the early Ming dynasty, when the Chinese 
eunuch admiral Cheng Ho visited Malacca several times in the 
first half of the fifteenth century, and his name is still corn -
memorated there in its deified form as Sam-po-kong. 3 One of his 
secretaries, Fei Sin, writing in 1436, reported that there were 
some people of Chinese descent living there, 4 which seems quite 
likely as it is customary to date the history of Chinese settlements 
in Malaya to after the establishment of the Malacca Sultanate 
circa 1400. 5 

Malacca was probably the first and certainly the largest place 
of any Chinese settlement in Peninsular Malaya, although there 
were other long-established communities of Chinese traders living 
usually in the Malay rulers' villages situated at the river mouth, 
where the Malay chiefs could control riverine trade and impose a 
tax on it. Some of these were permanently settled communities 
whose founders had married local women, and their offspring 
formed the nucleus of what later, during the nineteenth century, 
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became known as the 'Straits Chinese' or babas. 
6 The main cen­

tres of the babas were Malacca and Penang. They did not regard 
themselves as merely temporary immigrants in search of a living 
but as settlers. Many of them did not speak any Chinese at all but 
only Malay, although they adhered to a Chinese way of life which 
was influenced by Malay and other local customs. 

Meanwhile, the network of Chinese traders grew. There were a 
thousand Chinese families from other places who settled in Johore 
in the early eighteenth century. It was estimated that in 1720 half 
the population of Kuala Trengganu was Chinese. The Chinese in 
Johore were mainly pepper cultivators and in Trengganu, traders. 
In the latter state they mined for gold too. The Trengganu Chinese 
owned junks and traded with Siam, Cambodia, Tongking and 
Sambas in Borneo. 7 In Perak, Chinese miners had worked tin since 
at least the eighteenth century, and they played an important role 
in the development of tin mining in Selangor in the 1780s. 8 

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Chinese im­
migrants began to move into the western Peninsular Malay States 
following the discovery of tin deposits in Malacca (Linggi), Perak 
(Larut) and Selangor (Klang). The owners of the mines were 
Malay chiefs, but much of the finance was provided by Chinese 
and western entrepreneurs in the Straits Settlements, in par­
ticular from Singapore and Penang. Although the direct 
employers of Chinese labour were invariably Chinese lessees or 
contractors, the Chinese labourers were called in by the Malay 
chiefs. 9 

This was the beginning of a flood of Chinese immigration 
which was eventually to change the racial composition of the 
country. Before 1850, for instance, there were reported to be only 
three Chinese in Larut, but by 1862 there were 20,000 to 25,000 
and by 1877 about 40,000. 10 At this time, it should be noted that
there were only 150,000 Malays in the west coast states of Perak, 
Selangor, and Negri Sembilan. 11 In 1907, it was estimated that 
there were 229,778 Chinese engaged in tin-mining in the 
Federated Malay States of Selangor, Perak, Negri Sembilan and 
Pahang. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese 
formed 65 per cent of the population of Selangor, that is, twice 
the Malay population, and 46 per cent of the population of 
Perak, where they were about equal in numbers to the Malays. 12 

The Chinese were also active in many other sectors of the 
economy. For instance, they cultivated spices, pepper and gam-
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bier in Penang, Province Wellesley and Singapore. Nutmegs and 
cloves, planted by Chinese, remained an important crop of Penang 
and Province Wellesley until around 1860, when the plantations 
were destroyed by disease. 1� When the pepper plantations 
cultivated by Chinese planters in Singapore became exhausted 
around 1840, the planters concerned moved into Johore. The 
cultivation of sugar cane was carried out by Chinese in Province 
Wellesley and Krian. Tapioca was yet another crop which was 
planted successfully by Chinese in the Malacca area until it was 
replaced by the more profitable rubber in the 1890s. 

Chinese labourers were employed, too, in clearing the jungle, 
building roads, and more important, with their strong commer­
cial instincts and knowledge of the use of money, they assumed 
the role of retailers and small shopkeepers. 

Although virtually none of the Chinese who immigrated to 
Malaya brought with them wealth, some of them prospered and 
they eventually came to fill every rung of Malaya's economic and 
social life. In a sense, they formed a complete and separate 
economic community in Malaya, ranging from labourers to a 
large middle class of shopkeepers, merchants, tradesmen and en­
trepreneurs, at the apex of which was a smaller group of capital­
ists who had fought their way up to head business enterprises of 
immense complexity, such as banks, insurance companies, ship­
ping companies, tin mines and rubber estates. 14 

With each successive wave of immigration of Chinese male 
labourers from south China - very few Chinese women came un­
til the second decade of the twentieth century - there were some 
who decided to stay on and make Malaya their permanent home. 
However, their average length of stay in Malaya was not more 
than seven years 15 as most of them had the intention of saving a 
modest sum sufficient to purchase land in their ancestral village 
and of returning to China. 

There were several factors which encouraged immigration 
from south China on an increased scale during the second part of 
the nineteenth century. There was great unrest in south China 
which was the centre of the disturbances caused by the Taiping 
Uprising (1850-64). Neither food nor employment opportunities 
were able to keep pace with the increase in population. To many 
Chinese, therefore, the Malay States were a 'new frontier' offering 
opportunities of economic advancement which were not available 
in China itself. There was the attraction, too, of being able to earn 
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higher wages than could be earned in China ( even though some 
authorities have compared the lot of the Chinese immigrants w�th 
'serfs'), as well as a chance, if one were frugal enough, of savmg 
money which could be remitted to relatives in China. 16 Addi­
tionally, compared with China itself and other parts of S�utheast
Asia at that time, there was at least an acceptable modicum of 
law and order in Malaya, and it was known that the British ad­
ministration ensured the enforcement of private property rights. 

In spite of their large numbers, or perhaps because of them, as 
they preferred to keep together wherever possible in large family 
and clan groups, the Chinese remained aloof from the Mal�y 
community and lived completely separated social and economic 
lives. There was the spatial element too. The Chinese tended to 
congregate in the urban settlements whereas the Malays tradi­
tionally lived in their kampungs (villages) around the lower 
reaches of the major rivers. In the large urban settlemen�s, 
'Chinatowns' grew up in the business centres and the Malays bmlt 
their houses on the outskirts. 17 The Chinese, apart from the baba 
community, represented an alien element in Malaya. They spoke 
their own language, which hardly any non-Chinese spoke in 
Malaya at that time, and followed their own distinctive way of life 
and customs. They tended, therefore, to be segregated in their 
own sector of the towns, and in their own kongsis (labourers' 
lines) on tin mines and rubber estates. 18 This separation was, in 
fact, tacitly encouraged by the British, and in the old town plans 
prepared by British architects and engineers of that period provi­
sion was invariably made for a clearly demarcated sector of each 
town to be reserved as the Chinese quarter, as indeed similar 
areas were reserved for Indians, Arabs and Europeans. 19 

It should be noted that this segregation did not represent any 
divide-and-rule policy on the part of the British, as it antedated 
the British arrival, but it was endemic to the whole region and 
beyond, even before the days of the Malacca �ultan_ate._ It w�s
simply that the different racial groups preferred to hve m their 
own areas, where they could feel at ease among their own people, 
and where they would not encounter problems on account of 
language, food, customs and religion. Administration was made 
simpler, too, by the practice of appointing a capitan, or head­
man, for each group, who was responsible to the authorities for 
the conduct of the persons under his supervision. 

The racial composition of Peninsular Malaya from 1835 to 
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1970, which is indicated by percentages of the total population in 
Appendix 1, shows very clearly the phenomenal increase in the 
Chinese population from a low of 7. 7 per cent as opposed to 85. 9 
per cent Malays in 1835, to 29. 4 per cent as against 63. 9 per cent 
Malays in 1884, until in 1970 the Chinese made up 35.4 per cent 
of the total population. However, if the other substantial non­
Malay element of the population, that is, Indian, is added to the 
Chinese figures, the ·position of the Malays is made even more 
precarious, as demonstrated below: 

PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION (Peninsular Malaya) 

Racial Group 1884 1921 1931 1947 1957 1965 1970 

Malays 63.9 54.0 49.2 49.5 49.8 50. l 53.2 

Chinese and 
Indians combined 29.4 44.5 49.0 49.2 48.5 47.9 46.0 

It should be noted that these figures exclude the Straits Set­
tlements of Singapore, Penang and Malacca, and as these were 
predominantly Chinese settlements, it can be seen that by 1931 
the Malays had become a minority in their own country. 

In keeping with the xenophobic and sinocentric attitude 
adopted by Chinese towards all foreigners, who were traditionally 
regarded as 'outer barbarians' and 'foreign devils', the Chinese 
tended to look down on Malays, and criticize them for being 
lazy, backward and pleasure-loving. 

On the other hand, the Malays, who are Muslims, were socially 
exclusive. For the Malay, the sense of community is inextricably 
bound up with the concept of a community of true believers. 
Malays have a strong feeling of racial identity which is reinforced 
by Muslim attitudes towards kafz'rs (unbelievers), and they, in 
turn, did not hold the Chinese in very high esteem and commonly 
referred to them as orang berhala (worshippers of idols), without 
a kitab (holy book), meaning in this context the Koran. This feel­
ing was undoubtedly accentuated by the incompatibility with 
Islam of certain Chinese habits, such as the keeping of pigs and 
the eating of 'unclean meat' (pork), which is expressly forbidden 
to all followers of the Muslim faith. 

From the evidence available, it would seem that an acceptable 
definition of a Malay around the mid-nineteenth century would 
be a person professing the Muslim religion, habitually speaking 
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Malay, conforming to Malay adat (custom), and owing allegiance 
to his Malay ruler. There was no sense of national loyalty, as this 
did not develop until the Second World War, but only a more 
parochial loyalty to the Malay ruler of the state concerned. 

It is patent that there was no way in which the Chinese could fit 
into the above category. In any case, as has been said above, in­
termarriage between the two communities, which would have 
helped to break down racial barriers, was very rare, especially as 
the non-Malay partner would be required to accept the Muslim 
faith. Moreover, as one Malay put it rather pithily, for a Malay to 
marry a Chinese would be like 'eating curry without sambal', the 
latter ingredient being the highly flavoured and pungent condi­
ment eaten with curry to make it tastier. 20 In fact, it may be said 
that the social and religious structure of the Malays made it im­
possible for any other religious or ethnic community, with the ex­
ception of Ar.abs or Indian-Muslims, to be integrated with them. 21 

In the middle of the nineteenth century, however, the Malays 
did not feel that their position had been unduly threatened by the 

great influx of Chinese immigrants, as the majority of the Chinese 
had no intention of settling permanently in Malaya. Nevertheless, 
by the twentieth century the position had changed, and there was 
an increasing awareness and anxiety about the growing numbers 
of local-born Chinese who, although they may not have been 
assimilable, were undoubtedly putting down roots in Malaya, and 
driving the Malays off the land. 22 

While there were Malays working as rubber tappers and tin 
miners, and in other sectors of the economy, they were not par­
ticipating in the modernization and opening up of their country; 
this move was being spearheaded by western and Chinese in­
terests, and it was evident that the Malays preferred to follow 
their own rhythm of life in the kampungs, where they could grow 
rice and coconuts, keep chickens, or in the coastal areas combine 
subsistence agriculture with fishing, and remain their own 
masters. Rice cultivation was seasonal, and the actual work oc­
cupied only about two months a year, although the yield was suf­
ficient for the entire year. The rest of the year could therefore be 
spent at leisure, as the country was well endowed with natural 
resources and there was, generally speaking, no need for anyone 
to go hungry. 

The Malays traditionally had a strong, almost mystical, attach­
ment to the land, which was connected with their underlying 
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animistic beliefs, similar to those of the Javanese for their tanah 
afr (homeland). 23 For instance, to protect the soul-substance of 
his staple food of rice, the Malay farmer performed a series of 
ritual acts to propitiate the spirits and supernatural powers, and 
res�rted to di\i�ation to ascertain the best time to begin
agncultural activity. Indeed, practices of this nature pre-date 
Islam, and are often encountered in Malay traditional life not far 
below the surface of the more orthodox Islamic overlay. 24 They 
relate back to the time when animism was the indigenous belief of 
the Malays. Moreover, in this connection, the influence of Hindu­
ism, which was brought to Malaya by Indian traders before the 
coming of Islam, should also not be overlooked. 

A rationalization of the Malay perception of themselves would 
be that they regarded themselves as the subjects of their own 
heredit_

ary rajas to whom they gave their allegiance and loyalty,
rather m the same way that a feudal vassal owes fealty to his liege 
lord. They felt that

. 
their place was in their kampungs, looking 

after the land, which they regarded as their birthright and 
heritage, and not working as cash labourers for westerners or 
Chinese. 

It is therefore inaccurate and unfair to describe the Malays as 
'indolent' and 'lotus eaters', as many non-Malay observers have 
done. 25 The situation is not as starkly simple as all that and it may 
well be that Malay perceptions and values were different in regard to 
commercial and industrial aspects of life. 



Chapter Two 

The Special Position of the Malays: 
Historical Background 

After the initial forward movement of the British in Malaya 1 

which resulted in the acquisition of Penang in 1786, Singapore in 
1819 and Malacca in 1824, it was not until the 1870s that further 
large-scale advances were made. 

Although the British government was opposed to the idea of in­
terfering in the internal affairs of the Malay states, the energetic 
Sir Andrew Clarke, who arrived as governor of the Straits Set­
tlements in 1873, had nevertheless been instructed by the 
Secretary of State to look into the affairs of the Malay Peninsula 
'to consider whether it would be advisable to appoint a British of­
ficer to reside in any of the States .... '2 

Within a short time of his arrival, Clarke seemed to have decided 
that intervention was the best policy. The first point of penetra­
tion was the state of Perak, where serious fighting had been going 
on between rival secret society factions, to which the Chinese tin 
miners belonged, to gain control of the lucrative tin mines. War­
ring factions among the Malays were also drawn in. As the gover­
nor -was quite convinced that the Malay chiefs were incapable of 
dealing with the situation, he invited them and the Chinese secret 
society leaders to attend a conference at Pangkor Island in 1874. 
The main purpose of this meeting was to ask the rival Chinese 
groups to accept British arbitration to bring the fighting to an 
end and to decide on the succession to the throne of Perak. 

As a result of this conference, the Pangkor Engagement was 
drawn up, which served as a model for agreements covering fur­
th�r British expansion in the Malay Peninsula. The terms of this 
agreement provided for the accrediting of a British Resident to 
the sultan's court 'whose advice must be asked and acted upon on 
all questions other than those touching Malay religion and 
custom'' although the sultan's powers and functions in other 
respects were not meant to be curtailed. 
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Within a few months, Clarke had made similar agreements 
with Selangor and Sungei Ujong, a small state in Negri Sembilan 
just south of the Selangor border, by which both states agreed to 

accept British Residents. 4 

The Residential system first established in Perak, Selangor and 
the small state of Sungei Ujong, was later extended to Negri Sem­
bilan and Pahang, and in 1896, these west coast states were join­

ed together as the Federated Malay States (FMS). 5 This grouping 
has been described as neither a real federation nor a union but as 
being closer to a union in spirit, and the British Residents came 
under the supervision of a British Resident-General in Kuala 
Lumpur, who in tum was responsible to the Governor of the 
Straits Settlements in Singapore wearing his other hat as High 
Commissioner of the FMS. 6 The more important government 
departments in each state reported back to federal departmental 
heads in the federal capital of Kuala Lumpur. In other words, 
the British hold on the administration of the states was tightened, 
although the interests of the Malay rulers were respected and, at 
least ostensibly, decisions continued to be made in their names. 

At this point it might be useful to cite an opinion regarding the 
position of the Malay sultans which was given by Resident­
General Sir William Treacher in 1903. 'Long before the date of 
federalization' he wrote, 'the Sultan had ceased to ask and take 
the advice of the Resident on all questions other than those 
touching Mahomedan (sic) religion and Malay custom, but that 
on the contrary it has become the practice for the Resident with the 
sanction of the Governor of the Straits Settlements (now the High 
Commissioner of the Federated Malay States) to frame annual 
estimates of revenue and expenditure, to make official appoint­
ments and to do a hundred and one other things, not touching 
Mahomedan (sic) religion or Malay custom, without reference to 
the Sultan; and this is a correct statement. The position has in 
fact been reversed: instead of the Sultan carrying on the Govern­
ment with the advice of the Resident (Mahomedan (sic) religion 
and custom excepted), the Resident carried on the administration 
with the reference when he considers it necessary for the advice of 
the Sultan. Whether that is right or wrong I need not now in­
quire, but it is an incontestable fact'. 7 

Not long afterwards, the five remaining states of Kedah, Perlis, 
Kelantan, Trengganu and Johore were induced to accept British 
Advisers (not 'Residents', so as to emphasize, as it were, that they 
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were what the title implied and not 'executive officers'), and these 
states became known as the Unfederated Malay States (UMS). 
Their Malay rulers tended to retain more independence than 
their counterparts in the FMS, and their relations with Britain 
were carried on by direct contact with the Governor in Singapore, 
and not through the Resident-General in Kuala Lumpur. They 
had no special inner ties among themselves but the UMS, the 
FMS, and the Straits Settlements of Penang, Singapore and 
Malacca made up what was known as British Malaya. 8 

The British administrators in Malaya generally tended to be 
pro-Malay rather than pro-Chinese. The reason for this is not 
difficult to understand. The British were impressed by the in­
herent good manners and courtesy of the Malays especially when 
compared with the rather more brusque attitude of the im­
migrant Chinese labourers, although the British may sometimes 
have incorrectly interpreted Malay deference and politeness as 
evidence of weakness and lack of resolution. 

Moreover, the Malay language or at least a working knowledge 
of it sufficient for everyday use, is not difficult to acquire and 
some of the British administrators, such as Frank Swettenham 
(afterwards Sir Frank Swettenham), Hugh Clifford (afterwards 
Sir Hugh Clifford), and William Maxwell (afterwards Sir William 
Maxwell), not to mention, in more recent times, Richard 
Winstedt (afterwards Sir Richard Winstedt), went far beyond 
this, and were among a select band of civil servants who acquired 
an excellent command of the language and were acknowledged to 
be Malay scholars. 9 

Malay households were open and friendly towards guests, and 
the Malays did not despise foreigners or, at least, display the 
xenophobia of the Chinese. Westerners were referred to by the 
harmless nickname of 'Mat Salleh' by Malays when they were 
talking among themselves, which somehow has a much more af­
fectionate and tolerant ring about it than the ruder and more 
vulgar ang mao (Hokkien) or hung mo kwaz' (Cantonese), mean­
ing 'red-haired devil', which was the equivalent Chinese expres­
sion. 

It is true, too, that the British found the Chinese much more 
difficult to administer. They wer� tough, industrious, clever and 
independent, with little respect for westerners, especially as they 
were not impressed by the conduct of the latter in China, where 
they were regarded as 'pirates' and 'barbarians'. Nevertheless, the 
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British did obtain the cooperation of the Chinese headmen or 
capi'tans in Malaya in dealing with their own people, and usually 
this system of 'like governing like' 10 worked to the mutual ad­
vantage of both sides. 

From 1877 onwards, when the Chinese Protectorate was 
established in Singapore under William Pickering, a British of­
ficial who was fluent in several Chinese dialects, the British 
government, for the first time, was able to exercise a much more 
direct control over the Chinese. 11 Before that, the Chinese had been 
left largely to their own devices, and virtually allowed to govern 
themselves as an i'mperium z'n imperio through their own social, 
economic and political groupings, in which their secret societies 
played a very significant part. By and large, although it may not 
have been realized at the time, the Chinese capi'tans, through 
whom the British dealt with the Chinese, were in fact the secret 
society leaders. 

It was the official British policy to preserve the use of the in­
digenous forms and institutions of the Malays, and to be solicitous 
of their views, in keeping with the philosophy that colonial rule 
was a form of trusteeship for the Malays, with the British acting 
as an 'umpire' mainly to keep the alien Chinese at bay and to look 
after the special interests of the Malays. When the British entered 
into treaties with the Malay rulers, they recognized the principle 
that the 'special rights' of the sultans and their Malay subjects 
must be protected. Looking ahead, it was these rights which were 
also recognized in the Federation of Malaya Agreement of 1948, 
and became the 'legal' basis for the New Economic Policy (NEP) 
incorporated in the Second and Third Malaysia Plan·s, 12 which 
will be touched upon later in this narrative. 

The 'special position' of the Malay rulers and their Malay sub­
jects was adverted to time and time again by the British ad­
ministrators, and in an important speech delivered before the 
Federal Council in 1927, Sir Hugh Clifford, High Commissioner 
of the FMS, described the position of the rulers as sacrosanct and 
said there could be no yielding to the demands of aliens for 
democracy even though they had a majority, as this would repre-
sent a betrayal of the Malays. 13 

'These States were, when the British Government was invited 
by their Rulers and Chiefs to set their troubled houses in order, 
Muhammadan monarchies,' Clifford said. 'Such they are today, 
and such they must continue to be. No mandate has ever been ex-



12 13 May 1969 

tended to us by Rajas, Chiefs, or people to vary the system of 
government which has existed in these territories from time im · 
memorial. ... The adoption of any kind of government by majority 
would forthwith entail the complete submersion of the indigenous 
population, who would find themselves hopelessly outnumbered 
by the folk of other races; and this would produce a situation 
which would amount to a betrayal of trust which the Malays of 
these States, from the highest to the lowest, have been taught to 
repose in his Majesty's Government. >1

4 

In the following year, W.G.A. Ormsby Gore, Parliamentary 
Under-Secretary for the Colonies, in a report covering his visit to 
Malaya in 1928, echoed Clifford's comments and said, 'Our posi­
tion in every state rests on solemn treaty obligations . . . [ the 
States] were, are and must remain "Malay" States and the 
primary object of our share in the administration of these coun­
tries must always be the progress of the indigenous Malay in­
habitants .... To me the maintenance of the position, authority 
and prestige of the Malay rulers is a cardinal point of policy. >1

5 

At 'field level', a similar, if less elegantly worded view, had 
already been expressed exactly one hundred years earlier by the 
British Resident in Malacca, to the following effect: 

'The improvement of their [i.e. Malay] condition and the pro­
gressive amelioration of the habits of the indigenous population 
must at all times be considered the great end of British Ad­
ministration, and whatever may be the supposed advantages 
resulting from the introduction of Chinese or other foreign adven­
turers, the Governor in Council is satisfied that they are so dearly 
purchased by the exclusion, depression and degradation of the 
Original Malay Inhabitants of the Peninsula, who are in the first
instance entitled to our protection and encouragement. ' 16 

To revert to the main thread of our narrative, in 1909, Sir John 
Anderson, the then High Commissioner, expressed concern over 
the problem of 'over-centralization' under the federal system, t?at 
is, the pushing aside of both the sultans and the state councils, 
and admitted that the Malay rulers had been largely ignored and 
had lost considerably more of their power and authority than they 
had bargained for. 'They are confident,' he said, referring to the 
sultans, 'that we will never forget that our powers are derived 
wholly from their gift and that we are here in a Malay country as 
the advisers and counsellors of its Malay sovereigns' .17 As a result 
of these considerations, an Agreement for the Constitution of a 
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Federal Council was drawn up in 1909 and signed by the Malay 
rulers

_. 
It_was hoped that the Federal Council would, in principle,

by bn�ging the �alay sultans into the inner machinery of the 
federation and givmg them seats on the council, increase their 
authority,. but in fact it �id not prove to be a success as the power
of the Resident-General m Kuala Lumpur remained undiminish­
ed. 

In 1925, Sir Lawrence Guillemard, High Commissioner 
1920- 7, reverted to the invidious position of the Malay sultans, 
and mooted the idea of a policy of 'decentralization' which would 
preserve the individuality of the Malay states, and devolve more 
po':"er to the ��lay rulers. 18 This was vigorously opposed "by 
Chmese and British unofficial members of the Federal Council 
and by planters, who were in favour of retaining central control: 
The real crux of the matter was that they did not have confidence 
in the ability of the Malay states to provide an efficient ad­
ministration without the continuing control and guidance of the 
British colonial power. 

The decentralization debates of 1925 - 7 exposed a fundamental 
dilemma for Malaya. The issues were whether to build a modem 
unified state or to bolster the existing small Malay states, and it 
was eventually decided to follow the latter course. 19 

The Chinese point of view was different and it was put very suc­
cinctly by Tan Cheng Lock, a wealthy baba Chinese leader, 
whose family had been settled in Malacca for the past two hun­
dred years, when he proposed in the Straits Settlements 
Legislative Council in 1926, that the aim should be a 'united self­
governing British Malaya'. 20 In a memorandum touching on 
decentralization which he submitted to the Parliamentary Under­
Secretary for the Colonies in 1936, he expressed the view that 
under decentralization, the FMS would be placed on very much 
the same constitutional basis as the UMS, and a small representa­
tion would be given on the various state councils to Chinese, 
European and Indian members, who would be 'decidedly and ef­
fectually outnumbered and overwhelmed by the British Resident 
and the Malay Sultan and his Chiefs who will constitute the bulk 
of the Council'. 21 He was disturbed by the idea that a powerful 
state council dominated by Malays and a pro-Malay British Resi­
dent would be in a position to shape the land, education and 
other policies to the disadvantage of the non-Malays. He express­
ed his disquiet, too, over 'discrimination against non-Malays', in 
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that preference was given to Malays for employment in the 
government service. With regard to the government's education 
policy, he pointed out that free education was only given in the 
Malay vernacular while the government contributed hardly 
anything towards the maintenance of Chinese vernacular schools. 22 

More will be said on these two points later. 
Although Guillemard expressed satisfaction shortly before he 

retired in 1927 at the progress which had been made towards 
decentralization, in actuality very little had been accomplished, 
and as Emerson aptly put it, after Guillemard's departure, the 
latter's decentralization policy was 'tucked away in a cubbyhole'. 23 

His successor, Clifford, was content to let 'sleeping dogs lie', 
although he made it quite clear that he favoured a pro-Malay 
policy. However, when Sir Cecil Clementi arrived in 1930 from 
Hong Kong, where he had been governor, to take over from Clif­
ford as high commissioner, the whole issue of decentralization was 
revived on a broader basis. Clementi had built up a considerable 
reputation as an experienced and knowledgeable administrator of 
Chinese, but paradoxically the policies he adopted in Malaya did 
not endear him to the Chinese. Essentially, his proposals were to 
make the FMS as similar as possible to the UMS, so that the latter 
would have no objection to a closer association. He wanted to 
streamline the administration of the country into a Malayan 
Union, to be made up of the FMS and the UMS, which he hoped 
the Straits Settlements and British Borneo would join later. 24 

It was intended that some services such as Agriculture, Educ a -
tion, Health, Mining and Public Works, Co-operatives, and 
Forestry should be transferred to state control, while some central 
services such as Railways, Customs, Posts and Telegraphs should 
be retained under federal control. The FMS were to receive two­
fifths of the available revenue, and the post of Chief Secretary in 
Kuala Lumpur (which more or less corresponded to the former 
office of Resident-General, although it had been downgraded) 
should be redesignated Federal Secretary and made subordinate 
to the British Residents of the FMS who, in turn, it was envisaged, 
would become more like the Advisers in the UMS. 25 

However, the plan ran into considerable and widespread op­
position from Chinese and western commercial interests, as had 
Guillemard's previously. The Malays, on the other hand, welcom­
ed it as offering greater scope for Malay rule and weakening the 
centralized British control from Kuala Lumpur. Ironically, the 

The Special Position of the Malays 
15 

sul_t�ns in t?e UMS were ho�tile because they were suspicious of
Bnt1sh motives and they envisaged decentralization as leading to 
greater control from Singapore. 26 

T�e Malay poi�t of �iew, ho':eve�, was quite uncompromising,
and it was crystallized m an article m a Malay journal, a transla­
tion of which appeared in the Malay Mail dated 12 November 
1931, which said inter alia ' ... The Malay Peninsula belongs to the 
Malays. Our right is indisputable. It will remain so as long as we 
are fit to guard, control, and manage it.' 

In 1932, Brigadier-General Sir Samuel Wilson, Under-Secre­
tary for the Colonies, came out to Malaya to investigate the situa­
tion for himself. His official report was very comprehensive and 
diplomatic, and his finding was that from a purely economic 
viewpoint it was desirable to have a central government but from 
a political viewpoint, decentralization was the answer. 27 Never­
theless, the process of decentralization was to be gradual and at a 
much slower pace than had been visualized by Clementi. 28 



Chapter Three 

Population Growth and Social Change: 
Chinese and Malays 

Clementi's governorship was a turbulent one, and it was plagued 

with such problems as decentralization; the downturn of �he 

economy due to the Great Depression (1929-32); the �o�mg
power of Chinese political societies in Malaya; the reahzauon, 
which came as something of a shock, that the Malays were out­
numbered for the first time in their own country by the non­
Malays, and that something had to be done to control Chinese 

immigration; and the underlying and growing friction between 
Malays and Chinese . . At the time of Sir Samuel Wilson's mission to Malaya m 1932 to 
investigate the decentralization issue , the two opposing rally!ng 
slogans of 'Malaya for t.he Malays', which represented th� feeling
expressed in the Malay magazine article referred to_ earher, and 

'Malaya for the Malayans', which represented the Chmese and l�­
dian stand, were heard for the first time. The term 'Malayan' m 
this context was taken to mean all locally born and domiciled 

people regardless of their ethnic group. A numb�r of �ocuments 
which summed up the fears and hopes of the Chmese m Malaya, 
were submitted to Wilson, during his stay in Malaya, by Tan 
Cheng Lock, Lai Tai Loke (another prominent Chinese com­
munity leader), the Associated Chinese Chambers of Commerce 

in Malaya, and the Perak Chinese community. . . Tan Cheng Lock spoke for the Chinese community m the 

Straits Settlements Legislative Council in October 1932: '(The] 
Government has no fixed and constructive policy to win over the 

Straits and other Malayan-born Chinese, who are subjects of the 

country, and foster and strengthen their spirit of p�trio�ism a�d 
natural love for the country of their birth and adoption, he said. 
'I look in vain for any tangible sign or indication of any active in­
terest, practical sympathy and encouragement that has been 
shown by the Government of late years .... One is driven to the 
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conclusion that the Bill is part and parcel of an anti-Chinese 
policy, probably with a political objective, based on distrust and 
fear, which the Chinese on the whole as a community have done 
nothing and have given absolutely no cause to merit.,i

The Bill that Tan Cheng Lock was referring to was enacted as 
the Aliens Ordinance 1933, and it was the outcome of Clementi's 
concern that the Malays were outnumbered 44. 7 to 53.2 per cent 
by the Chinese and Indians, as brought out by the 1931 Census 
(see Appendix 2), and Clementi said that it was essential for the 
Malay rulers to formulate a 'policy for the immigrant races'. 2 He 
advocated not only the placing of restrictions on the entry of 
Chinese immigrants, but also a much stricter control over Chinese 
who were already in the country. 

In the UMS, with the exception of Johore, which was affected 

by the forces of modernization in Singapore, the pace of develop­
ment was slow, and they had a much more Malay character about 
them than the FMS. Yet, in the FMS, which apart from Pahang 
were on the west side of the peninsula where the main economic 
transformation was taking place, the Malays were in a greater 
minority, and the 1931 Census brought out that they were out­
numbered 34. 7 to 63. 7 per cent by the non-Malays, as the follow­
ing bar chart will indicate: 3 

1931 Census 
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In 1927, Chinese immigration into Singapore, which was the 
main port of entry for Malaya, peaked at 435,708: Malaya was 
experiencing a boom at this time and there was a great demand 
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for labour which the Malays were unwilling to meet. Moreover. it 
is probable that the troubled warlord period in China provided 
an added stimulus to Chinese immigration. 4 During the period of 
the Great Depression, however, Chinese immigration fell sharply 
and, for instance, in 1932, 282, 779 Chinese left Malaya to return 
to China against only 32,925 arrivals, and it did not rise again un­
til just before the Japanese invasion of 1941. 5 

So, in fact, the Aliens Ordinance 1933 was a case of 'shutting 
the stable after the horse had fled' but, nevertheless, together 
with the Immigration Restriction Ordinance of 1928, it marked a 
radical departure from the old policy of throwing Malaya open to 
all comers by imposing a quota of 1,000 per month for male 
Chinese immigrants. 6 The importance of the 1933 Ordinance 
was that it remained the law by which Chinese immigration was 
controlled up to the time of the Pacific War. 

With reference to Tan Cheng Lock's speech in the Singapore 
Legislative Council, it should be noted that by 1931, 31 per cent 
of the Chinese in Malaya were local born as compared with 22 per 
cent in 1921, and clearly this group could no longer be treated as 
transient aliens. It therefore seemed reasonable to expect that 
they should be considered by the British authorities and the 
Malay sultans as 'Malayan Chinese', having a stake in their coun­
try of birth and adoption. 

Clementi then addressed himself to suppressing the Kuomin­
tang (KMT) in Malaya. The KMT had been formed in China in 
1912 and had established branches in Malaya, where its activities 
in the 1920s developed a marked anti-British tinge. The problem 
was that the KMT was the government of China, and when 
Clementi banned the KMT as a subversive society in Malaya in 
1930, it placed the British in an embarrassing position as Britain 
had recognized the Chinese Republic of China. Clementi over­
came this difficulty by denying that the Straits Government ad­
vocated the suppression of Chinese nationalism. He said that 
Chinese immigrants to Malaya were required to leave their 
politics behind them, especially when they were inimicable with 
the aims and interests of the host country. Many Chinese schools 
in Malaya run by the KMT were affected by the ban, and the im­
porting of textbooks from China, which were deemed to be anti­
imperialist and inculcating loyalty to China and not to Malaya, 
was controlled. 

A further complication was that the 1929 KMT Nationality 
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Law, by application of the principle of jus sanguinis, created all

Chinese living in Malaya, whether local born or not, as Chinese 

citizens. This had the effect of increasing the suspicions of the 
Malays towards the Chinese living in their midst, especially when 

their spokesmen were beginning to ask for political rights and a 
greater say in the running of the country. The split between the 
left and right wings of the KMT in 1927 introduced yet another 
element of discord in Malaya as it led to the development of com­

munii;m in Malaya. Nevertheless, Chinese underground political 
activities in Malaya died down somewhat after the Sino-Japanese 
War began in 1937, when Chinese nationalist fervour was direct­
ed primarily against Ja pan. 7 

The widespread Chinese political activities in Malaya which 
were connected with events in China, but which nevertheless 
caused considerable local unrest, did not pass unnoticed by the 
Malays, and only served to increase Malay doubts about the 
sincerity of Chinese protestations of loyalty to Malaya. 

The Great Depression (1929-32) caused economic disaster on a 
worldwide scale, and had very serious effects on tin and rubber 
which were the mainstay of the Malayan economy. Although the 
Malays were not affected by the large-scale retrenchment of staff 
which had to take place in both these industries, the overall effect 
of a slump in an integrated economy is cumulative. Money was in 
short supply, the wages of government employees were cut, and 
great hardship resulted among all sections of the population, not 
only among tin mine and rubber estate workers, but among 
workers in many other sectors of the economy too. 

By this time, it was evident that the Chinese and the Indians 
already controlled the economic life of the country as the Malays 
lacked the opportunities to participate in modern economic life 
and preferred their subsistence economy. The rubber and tin in­
dustries were in the hands of non-Malays (see Appendix 3), and 
the bulk of employees in commercial undertakings as well as most 
of the petty traders and craftsmen, were Chinese and Indians. 8 By 
the time of the Great Depression, it was abundantly clear that 
the Malays had become economically dispossessed in their own 
land, and although the policy of decentralization did to some ex­
tent enable them to retain political control, some of the more far­

sighted Malays already perceived that the Chinese were beginning 
to pose a challenge to their political primacy. Many, indeed, felt 
that the British had not looked after Malay interests as well as 
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they might have done, and that the Malays would have to assert 
themselves more forcibly to make sure that they were not overrun 
by the non-Malays, in particular, the Chinese. 

However, as it transpired, the Great Depression was turned to 
the advantage of the Malays as, although a considerable retrench­
ment of government staff became necessary, wherever possible 
the policy followed was to retain Malays and dispense with non­
Malay employees. Also, in those cases where in the interests of 
economy local officers were substituted for the more highly paid 
Europeans, preference was given to Malays. 

When Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan and Pahang were 
federated as the FMS in 1896, the four separate state civil services 
were welded together to form the Malayan Civil Service (MCS). 
Recruitment to the MCS was by open competitive examination in 
London, but it was noteworthy that in 1910, recruitment had been 
restricted to natural-born British subjects of European descent. 9 

This policy effectively barred the recruitment of Asians into 
the higher ranks of the government administration service in 
Peninsular Malaya, but in 1933, Clementi established a Straits 
Settlements Civil Service, that is, a completely separate body from 
the MCS, which opened certain of the more junior administrative 
appointments in the Straits Settlements to 'locally-born Asiatic 
British subjects' . 10 

The position in the FMS was that while the sultans refused to 
allow non-Malays to hold senior posts in the government, they 
were not opposed to Chinese and Indians being appointed to 
technical posts if there was no Malay candidate available to fill 
them, provided that the ruler agreed, and 'the applicant had 
been born and had lived all his life in Malaya and his father had 
served the country well'. 11 

With the opening up of the Malay Peninsula in the late 1890s 
and the early 1900s, there was a tremendous expansion of Euro­
pean staff in the administrative and specialist branches of govern­
ment, which was accompanied by an increase in the number of 
subordinate staff employed as clerks and technical workers. The 
majority of the junior staff were Chinese, Indians and Eurasians, 
with the Indians predominating in the Public Works, Post and 
Telegraphs, and Railway Departments. From the mid-1890s on­
wards, many senior British officials felt remiss at not employing 
more Malays in the junior ranks of government service, and as it 
was realized that employment in government depended on an 
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education in English, increased opportunities were offered to 
Malays to gain entry to English schools with a view to their being 
employed as clerks and interpreters. ii 

Sir William Treacher, who was Resident-General of the FMS 
between 1902 -4, said that the British were morally obliged to af­
ford the Malays a prominent part in government and the develop­

�en� of th�i� co,untry, 13 which, of course, was in keeping with the
special position of the Malays under the Residential System. 

The broad policy followed to implement this programme was 
to make available free vernacular education to the Malay peasan­
try, although it was of poor quality and had little developmental 
value, and, at the same time, to provide English education for a 
selected number of sons of the Malay elite to prepare them for 
more senior posts in government service. 14 The elitist Malay Col­
lege, established in 1909 in Kuala Kangsar

1 
which was run along 

the lines of a British public school, became the main English­
medium school used to produce a cadre of English-educated 
young Malays for appointment to the Malay Administrative Ser­
vice (MAS), which came into existence in 1910 as a junior branch 
of the MCS. Non-Malays were not eligible to join this Service. 

However, most English-medium schools were situated in the 
towns, and not in the countryside where the majority of the 
Malays lived. Some were government institutions and others 
grant-in-aid schools, established and maintained by missionary 
societies with a certain quantum of government aid. In theory 
they catered for children of different ethnic groups, but as the 
majority of pupils were non-Malay, they only served to divide the 
English-educated from the vernacular-educated. 

From very early times, the Chinese community founded and 
financed their own schools which were outside the government 
system. There were no government Chinese-medium schools, 
and, in fact, Chinese schools were not brought under government 
inspection until 1920 and then only for political and not educa­
tional reasons. It was not until 1923 that Chinese schools 
became eligible for a nominal grant from the government. 15 

The rationale of government in providing education was that 
while education in the vernacular should be free for all Malay 
children as 'Malay is the lingua Jranca of the country', it was not 
thought necessary to provide education for 'the children of alien 
temporary population in their own language'. 16 

Thus, the development of a plural school system in Malaya 
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seriously exacerbated racial tensions, and the non-Malays con­
sidered that the British were following a pro-Malay policy in fur­
therance of their intention to build up 'Malaya for the Malays'. 17 

As a result of the large scale Chinese immigration into Malaya 
in the latter half of the nineteenth and the early part of the twen -
tieth centuries, the whole demographic picture changed. The 
towns and urban centres became predominantly Chinese set­
tlements, and Chinese farmers and agriculturalists spread out, 
too, to fill vacant spaces in rural areas. Aliens had always been 
entitled to hold land and the Malays soon came to fear that they 
would be driven off the land if this movement continued, and 
reduced to becoming tenants of western, Chinese and Indian 
landlords. Representations were therefore made to the colonial 
government that Malays should be afforded special protection to 
safeguard the land held by them under customary tenure to pre­
vent its loss to non-Malays, which meant notably the Chinese, and 
the British created great Malay reservations in which land could 
only be alienated to Malays and must not be transferred out of 
Malay hands. 

The first Malay Reservation Enactment was promulgated in 
the FMS in 1913 and similar legislation was enacted in the UMS 
between 1930 and 1941. The extent of the reservations can be 
gauged from the map given in Appendix 7. 

However, non-Malays were allowed to retain land acquired 
before the various enactments were promulgated and, usually, to 
transfer their holding to other non-Malays, as well as to own land 
outside the Malay reservations. 18 

The official position was given in an unpublished report of the 
FMS Malay Reservations Committee in 1931 which stated: 'We 
do not hold that the protection of a backward peasantry is the 
sole or the chief object of the policy of reservation. The policy is 
territorial, and whatever the competitive capacity of the Malay 
may be he cannot, as a race, compete with the far more populous 
peoples of other races who are attracted to Malaya. It is a ques­
tion of numbers. If the future of the Malay is to be assured, he 
must have room for expansion, and that requires land to be 
reserved. ' 19 

The principle followed was based on the formula that in no 
state in the FMS should the ratio between cultivable area in 
Malay reservations and the whole cultivable area of a state fall 
below 60 per cent, although, as far as can be traced, no public 
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announcement was made to this effect. But in some more densely 
populated states such as Selangor and Negri Sembilan not even 50 
per cent of the cultivable land could be so allocated 'without cut­
ting into either forest or other reserves or into lands alienated to 
members of other races'. 20 

While it is true that the original legislation made it impossible 
for a Malay to transfer reservation land to a non-Malay, it did not 
prevent his pledging the land as security for a loan or advance. 
This loophole permitted Chinese and Indian (chettiar) money­
lenqers and speculators to obtain effective control of the land 
with the Malay remaining owner in name only. 

In 1933, the Malay Reservation Enactment of the FMS was 
therefore amended to forbid charge or lease to a non-Malay, and 
similar laws were introduced in the other states. 

Whereas the Malays regarded the reservations as necessary to 
protect their special rights as cultivators, the Chinese, on the 
other hand, looked upon them as just another example of the 
'Malaya for the Malays' policy being followed by the British 
authorities. They felt it all the more acutely when it became ap­
parent that for purposes of the enactment, the term 'Malay' was 
defined as 'a person belonging to any Malayan race who habitual­
ly speaks the Malay language, or any Malayan language, and who 
professes the Muslim religion'. 21 Immigrants from the Dutch East 
Indies came within this definition, no matter whether they were 
recent arrivals or not, but the Chinese were excluded whether 
they had been settled in Malaya for generations or had recently 
arrived from China. 



Chapter Four 

Sino-Malay Relations: The Japanese 
Occupation and British Reoccupation 

Up to the time of the Japanese invasion of Malaya in December 
1941, Malaya was still divided for administrative purposes into 
the Straits Settlements, the four Federated Malay States and the 
five Unfederated Malay States, and although Britain was the 
paramount power, the system of government was very cumber­
some and unwieldy for a territory about the size of England. 
There was no political unity in Malaya nor common citizenship. 

Persons born in the Straits Settlements, a British colony under 
direct British rule, were British subjects. On the other hand, the 
Malay States were protected states, and persons born in them 
were·subjects of the particular Malay ruler. 1 There was no feeling 
of nationalism or over-riding Malayan loyalty. The Malays owed 
allegiance to their sultans, and thought of themselves as belong­
ing to Selangor, Pahang, Kelantan, and so on, rather than to 
Malaya. British policy was, broadly speaking, anti-Chinese and 
pro-Malay. i 

Meanwhile, educated Malays were becoming increasingly 
frustrated with the fact that, despite the pro-Malay policy 
adopted by the British, the Chinese still dominated Malaya's 
economic life. They were concerned, too, at the growing numer­
ical strength and power of the Chinese, and the stirrings of 
Chinese political consciousness as expressed, for instance, in the 
views of Tan Cheng Lock, the Straits-born Chinese leader, who 
advocated a 'united self-governing Malayan nation', in which 
locally-domiciled Chinese would be given equal rights with 
Malays. Other Chinese leaders were more assertive, and a Chinese 
legislative councillor addressing a Chinese association in 1931 
said, referring to Malaya, 'This is ours, our country'. 5 Clearly, 
opinions of this nature were, to say the least, untactful and not 
conducive to placating Malay feelings, and they undoubtedly 
only helped to increase the growing tension between the two corn-
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munities. 
According to the 1931 Census, 38 per cent of the Chinese in the 

Straits Settlements and 31 per cent in Malaya were local born. 
The Chines� �ere �o l�nger content to be treated as aliens. They
looked for c1t1zensh1p nghts and other privileges which went with 
domicile, and they resented the immigration restrictions of the 
1930s which they felt were aimed primarily at themselves. Most of 
all, they felt uneasy about their position under the 'Malaya for the 
Malays' policy being followed by the British. 4 

At this juncture, the Japanese invaded Malaya, and a curtain 
descended on British rule for the next three and a half years. In a 
lightning campaign which lasted only two and a half months, the 
Japanese army swept the British before them in their drive down 
the Malay Peninsula from the north, and Singapore capitulated 
on 15 February 1942. 

From the start, the Japanese recognized that communal dif­
ferences existed between the main ethnic groups constituting 
Malaya, that is, the Malays, the Chinese and the Indians, and that 
there was no united nationalist movement against British rule which 
could be exploited. Malaya and Sumatra were administered as 
one unit under the command of the Japanese 25th Army, which 
seemed to give a more Indonesian-Malay slant to Malaya. 
Although the Japanese did not recognize the status of the Malay 
rulers at the onset and intended that they should be made to 
'dedicate their land and people to the Japanese', 5 their policy 
changed in November 1942, and the sultans were recognized in 
the same way as they had been by the British. Throughout, 
however, the Japanese were suspicious of the Chinese, especially 
in view of the stiff Chinese resistance they had encountered in the 
Sino-Japanese conflict which had started in 1937, and the fierce 
struggle put up by Chinese communist and other volunteer units 
used by the British during the closing stages of the battle for 
Singapore. 6 

The Malays were thrown onto themselves, especially as they 
were deprived of the protecting power of the British. In some 
ways, they were not as anti-Japanese as the Chinese, and many of 
them undoubtedly hoped that the Japanese would be able to deal 
with the Chinese for them and 'keep them in their place'. 

One of the first steps the Japanese took was to release from 
custody the leaders of the Association of Malay Youths (Kesatuan 
Me/,ayu Muda) (KMM), who had been detained by the British 
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under the wartime Defence Regulations. 7 The KMM's aims em­
braced independence for Malaya and union with Indonesia. It 
believed that the two countries shared a common destiny and had 
common historical, cultural and religious bonds. It was pro-Islam 
and anti-Chinese in its outlook. 8 

The British had actually intended to fly the KMM leader, 
Ibrahim bin Ya'acob, who was the top Malay nationalist, to India 
and to intern him there but he was still under detention in 
Singapore when it fell to the Japanese. Even though the Japanese 
banned the KMM, as they probably realized the danger of such 
undercover movements, they soon released Ibrahim and ap­
pointed him to command a Japanese-sponsored Malay army 
referred to as Defenders of the Motherland (Pembela Tanah 
Ayer) (PETA) (Giyugun in Japanese), with the rank of lieutenant­
colonel. 

Under the Japanese, the way was clear, now that the British 
had gone, for Malays to occupy senior posts in government ser­
vice, which they would not have had the chance of doing under 
British rule, thus enabling them to gain valuable experience in 
administering the country. These Malay elitists became more 
politically oriented and provided the leadership for postwar 
Malay political activities. 9 

The Japanese encouraged the concept of Indonesia Raya 
(Greater Indonesia), which envisaged the amalgamation of In­
donesia and Malaya as one political unit, and while they were not 
keen on granting Malaya independence itself, the impression was 
given that when Indonesia was granted independence ( the 
Japanese considered it to be more politically advanced than 
Malaya), Malaya would become independent too. 10 

Once the Japanese collapse seemed imminent, the Japanese 
decided, in July 1945, only a few weeks before surrendering, to 
accelerate their plans to grant Indonesia independence. At a 
meeting attended by the Secretary-Generals of the Military Ad­
ministration of Java, Sumatra, the Celebes and Malaya towards 
the end of that month, a new party known as Kesatuan Ra 'ayat 
Indonesia Semenanjong (People's Association of the Indonesian 
Peninsula) (KRIS), emerged under the leadership of Ibrahim 
Ya'acob, with the aim of encouraging the idea of Indonesia Raya, 
and generally promoting the concept of Malay nationalism. The 
acronym KRIS chosen for this party was particularly apt as it 
formed the Malay word for the traditional dagger with a wavy 
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blade which is common to both the Malay and Indonesian 
languages. 11 

On 12 August, Ibrahim Ya'acob had an unscheduled 
meeting with Sukarno and Dr Hatta, the Indonesian leaders, at 
Taiping airport, at a brief stopover the latter two leaders made on 
their return to Jakarta from a meeting with Field Marshal Count 
Terauchi, the Japanese Regional Commander for Southeast Asia, 
at Dalat in Indo-China, and it is reliably reported that Ibrahim 
discussed the Indonesia Raya plan with them. 1! 

However, the programme for the joint independence of In­
donesia and Malaya, and the formation of Indonesia Raya, was 
thrown out of gear by the sudden Japanese surrender two days 
later on 14 August 1945. When Sukarno proclaimed Indonesia's 
independence on 17 August, he made no mention of Malaya, 
although it is known that he himself and several other Indonesian 
nationalists, such as Mohammad Yamin, were in favour of the in­
clusion of Malaya and the former British territories of Borneo, 
within the boundaries of the Republic of Indonesia. It seems like­
ly that this was because Dr Hatta counselled a more cautious ap­
proach, but in any case Sukarno may have felt that he had quite 
enough on his hands in dealing with the problems of Indonesian 
independence without compounding them by taking over 
Malaya's as well. 1� 

Meanwhile, KRIS went ahead with its scheduled Congress in 
Kuala Lumpur on 16 and 17 August. In passing, it is interesting to 
note that one of the original members of KRIS, and a participant 
at the Congress, was Dato Onn bin Ja'afar, the father of Datuk 
Hussein Onn, who later became prime minister of Malaysia. Dato 
Onn subsequently founded the United Malays National 
Organization (UMNO), which will figure prominently in this ac­
count in due course. 

The plan for Malaya's independence and union with Indonesia 
had obviously misfired, but it was resolved at the KRIS Congress 
to continue with the nationalist struggle in Malaya. Ibrahim 
himself did not attend the meeting, but flew to Jakarta from 
Singapore on 19 August, where he assumed another name and 
passed from history. 14 

When the British occupation forces arrived in Malaya in late 
September 1945, the KMM, PETA and KRIS leaders were ar­
rested but they were later released. Although KRIS was dissolved, 
its mantle was assumed by the Malay Nationalist Party (MNP), 
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which became active in the political arena early on after the 
British return, with its central aim a Malaya-Indonesia union. 
The British authorities banned the MNP and all other left-wing 
Malay political parties soon after 1948, when the Emergency 
Regulations were announced. 

By the time the British returned to Malaya in September 1945, 
the Japanese occupation of Malaya had lasted t�ree and a �alf 
years, and the entire population had suffered gnevously dunng 
this period, particularly because the cessation of rice imports led 
to widespread malnutrition. 15 The Chinese, in particular, had 
been treated terribly. Thousands were killed in purges carried out 
by the Japanese during the first days of the occupation, and many 
more fled to the interior of Malaya where they became squatters 
on the jungle fringes. By the time British rule was re-establishe�, 
the country had been brought to the verge of an economIC 
breakdown, and the policy of divide and rule which the Japanese 
had followed, favouring the Malays against the Chinese, only had 
the effect of intensifying underlying racial animosities. 

The ill-feeling which had been generated in this way resulted 
in the outbreak of serious Sino-Malay riots in the inter-regnum
period of about a month between the surrender of the Japanese 
and the return of the British. 

During the war, anti-Japanese guerilla activities had been car­
ried out by the Malayan People's Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA), 
which was almost entirely Chinese and under the control of the 
Malayan Communist Party, while the civilian supporters of the 
MPAJA, again almost entirely Chinese, were organized as the 
Malayan People's Anti-Japanese Union (MPAJU). In general, the 
Malays tended to be cooperative with, or at least obedient to, 
Japanese rule, although there were a few Malay anti-Japanese 
guerilla groups, such as the Wataniah in Pahang. 16 

_ • During this twilight period, the MPAJA took the law mto its 
own hands in meting out summary justice to those people (mostly 
Malays) who were suspected of collaborating with the Japanese. 
The Malays reacted to this by attacking Chinese. In the interior 
of Negri Sembilan, for instance, Malays set upo?' and slaughter�d
forty Chinese villagers, mostly women and children. In retaha­
tion, Chinese assailed Malays living along the Perak River. 11 

Meanwhile, in preparation for the return of the British to 
Malaya, the Eastern Department of the British Colonial Office 
had been active in drawing up plans for a radically different 
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Malayan constitution, which was the Malayan Union, to ra­
tionalize, streamline and unify the administration of Malaya, and 
to introduce a common citizenship to satisfy the claims of non­
Malays for a share of responsibility in the government of the 
country. However, before dealing with this development, we 
should glance at what had been taking place outside Malaya dur­
ing the Japanese occupation, which has a bearing on the theme of 
Sino-Malay relations. 

Tan Cheng Lock and his family succeeded in obtaining 
passages on a ship leaving Singapore for India about a month 
before the fall of Singapore, and they remained in India during 
the war, together with a large number of other refugees from 
Malaya_ 18 In December 1942, a Malayan Association of India was 
formed, with Tunku Abu Bakar, a prince of the Johore royal 
house, as patron, and a committee consisting mostly of Europeans 
with some prominent Singapore Jews and Straits Chinese. More 
than two-thirds of the Malayan refugees joined this Association, 
which submitted a memorandum to the Colonial Office in Lon­
don offering its help in the post-war reconstruction of Malaya. 
The Chinese members were not happy that the Association was 
dominated by Europeans, and they broke away in November 
1943 to establish the Overseas-Chinese Association in Bombay, 
with Tan Cheng Lock as chairman. 

Tunku Abu Bakar described this as 'Chinese preparing to dab­
ble in Malayan politics' . 19 

In November 1943, Tan Cheng Lock wrote to the Secretary of 
State for the Colonies to request that the Chinese community of 
Malaya should be represented on any committee formed for the 
reconstruction and reoccupation of Malaya, and to offer his 
Association's assistance and cooperation. 20 

Tan Cheng Lock forwarded with his letter a 'Memorandum on 
the Future of Malaya', which is a very interesting document as it 
indicates the way in which the Malayan-Chinese were thinking 
about Malaya. After pointing out that in 1940, the Chinese 
(2,400,000) and the Indians (750,000) combined outnumbered 
the Malays (2,300,000), Tan Cheng Lock went on to say that not 
more than one half of the Malay population was indigenous and 
the rest was made up of immigrant 'Malaysians' from the 
Netherlands East Indies, who were not actually Malays. The 
Malayan government, he continued, 'should make it its fun­
damental policy and aim to foster amity and harmony among the 
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principal races ... which make up its composite population, to all 
racial elements in which equal rights, political, economic and 
otherwise should be accorded, so as to build up a Malayan com­
munity with Malayan consciousness and inspired by Malayan 

• • 
tZl patnot1sm .... 

He advocated self-government and the framing of a new post­
war constitution for Malaya with rights of representation in the 
Legislative Assembly and the Government of Malaya to be appor­
tioned between Malays, Chinese and other races in the ratio of 3, 
2 and 1 respectively, which accorded with the population figures 
of the various communities concerned. Even this representation 
did not concede, he continued, the measure of representation to 
the Chinese to which they were entitled by their economic impor­
tance and the amount of public revenue contributed by them. He 
emphasized the heroic stand made by Chinese communists and 
the Chinese volunteers, largely recruited from the China-born 
Chinese community, in the defence of Singapore, as evidence of 
their potential loyalty as citizens, and recommended that the best 
way to treat the Chinese was to trust them and to give those who 
had become domiciled for a sufficiently long period the oppor­
tunity to acquire Malayan citizenship by naturalization. In post­
war Malaya, the imposing of immigration restrictions on Chinese 
for political reasons should cease. Irrespective of race, every 
community domiciled in Malaya should be encouraged to regard 
itself as Malayan. Dealing with the economic aspect, and the 
special position of the Malays, Tan Cheng Lock said: 'While it is 
necessary that the Malays, [ who are more backward (sic) than the 
other races], should be protected against unfair competition and 
exploitation, especially in relation to their tenure of lands for 
agricultural purposes and in their home villages, and should be 
assisted by the Government in every way to accelerate their 
economic and educational advancement and progress in other 
respects, the interests and rights of the other races should not 
thereby be affected to their detriment and in such a way as to 
hamper their development and advancement. •zz

Further memoranda were submitted by other bodies indicating 
their views on the post-war reconstruction of Malaya, but Tan 
Cheng Lock's is the only one giving such a concise picture of 
Malayan-Chinese views. 

Mention should be made, however, of detailed proposals sent 
to Britain in February 1943 by Tunku Mahmud Mahydeen, a 
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prince of the Kelantan royal house, who had been Director of 
Education in Kelantan at the time of the Japanese invasion and 
who had escaped to India, as these proposals are indicative of a 
Malay point of view. Mahydeen recommended the unification of 
Malaya and the abolition of the Malay rulers. He was prepared to 
accept domiciled immigrants as citizens but he proposed that fur­

ther Chinese and Indian immigration to Malaya should be stop­
ped and that Javanese should be encouraged to immigrate in -
stead, as it would be much easier to assimilate them into Malay 
society. He regarded a knowledge of Malay as a sine qua non for 
the acquisition of Malayan citizenship, and he indicated that he 
was in favour of increased educational facilities for Malays to 
enable them to improve their position in society. 

The Colonial Office welcomed Mahydeen's views for a united 
Malaya with common citizenship as they fitted in with its own 
plans, and it wished to weaken the power of the rulers, but it did 
not accept his suggestions dealing with immigration, the promo­
tion of the Malay language, and the extension of educational 
privileges to the Malays. 23 

The Malayan Union Scheme, drafted in Britain during the war 
by the Colonial Office, was established barely six months after the 
British reoccupation of Malaya. Sir Harold MacMichael, who 
was entrusted with the task of negotiating it with the rulers, arriv­
ed in October 1945. By December 1945, he had met all nine 
Malay rulers and had obtained their agreement to the new pro­
posals. The Malayan Union was not a federal association, but a 
highly centralized union, which was a complete reversal of British 
policy before the Japanese occupation. It was made up of all the 
Malay states, together with Penang and Malacca. Singapore was 
excluded on account of its strategic importance to Britain, and 
because its inclusion would have tilted the racial balance in 
favour of the Chinese. 

The Malayan Union was probably seen by the British as the 
first step in the long journey leading to Malayan independence. It 
represented a virtual annexation of the Malay states, and the 
reduction of the status of the Malay rulers to that of mere 
religious figureheads, which the Malays regarded as a tremendous 
blow to their esteem and self-respect. There were to be no state 
governments but only a central government in Kuala Lumpur 
under a British governor. There was to be a Pan-Malayan educa­
tion department in Kuala Lumpur, and English was to be used as 
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a common language to foster inter-racial harmony. Primary 
education was to be in the vernacular, but the medium of instruc­
tion in all secondary schools was to be English. 24 The assets of the 
nine Malay states and the Settlements of Penang and Malacca 

were to be transferred to the central government. The greatest 
threat to the Malay position was posed, however, by the new 
citizenship proposals, as non-Malays were to be eligible for Mal�yan 

Union citizenship if they had been born in Malaya or had resided 
there for ten out of the preceding fifteen years. It was estimated 
that on this basis, 83 per cent of the Chinese and 75 per cent_ of
the Indians in Malaya would qualify for citizenship. It was in­
tended to open the civil service in the Malay states to non-Malays 

and thus change what had previously been the preserve of the 
Malays and the British. 25 

Malay reaction to the scheme was unexpectedly serious and 
widespread, and it led to the Menteri Besar o_f Johore Dat_o �nn 

bin Ja'afar's forming the United Malays National Orgamzation 
(UMNO) in March 1946 to lead the massive Malay opposi�i�n to 
the scheme. UMNO relied on the power structure of traditional 
Malay society, and former high commissioners and other senior 
Malayan civil servants, such as Sir Frank Swettenham, Sir Cecil 
Clementi, Sir George Maxwell, and Sir Richard Winstedt, living 
in retirement in Britain, gave their support to its cause. 26 

Curiously, non-Malays initially remained apathetic although the 
Malayan Union proposals improved their position and gave them 
political rights which they had been denied previously, and there 
was every reason why they should resist opposition to them. 

The UMNO case was based on what it referred to as an illegal 
transfer by force majeure of sovereign rights from the Malay 
rulers to the British Crown. The Malays said that MacMichael 
had forced the rulers to sign the new agreements by threatening 
to depose them, if they refused to do so, for 'collaborating' with 
the Japanese. UMNO sought the reaffirmatioo of the authority 
and prestige of the rulers and the acceptance of the fundamental 
principle that Malaya was a Malay country (tanah Melayu), �nd 
that the non-Malays were guests in it. Therefore, any concessions 

granted to non-Malays would be at the sole disc;:retion of the 
Malays, who held the political power. 27 

As far as Chinese claims for equal political rights were concern ­
ed, the UMNO view was that they could be given consideration 

only when the Malays had attained economic parity with the 

r 

The Japanese Occupation and British Reoccupation 33 

Chinese._ '!'he Malay� felt i_t was absolutely necessary for them to
keep poh�ical power m their hands in order to protect themselves 
fro� _ bemg swamped_ by the non-Malays. They were still 
suspic10us, too, of the mterest being shown by the Chinese Na­
tionalist government in China in the Malayan Chinese. Under the 
19�9 N ation�lity �aw based on the principle of jus sanguinis, the 
Ch�nese Nauona�ist gove�nment took the view that all Malayan 
Chmese were Chmese nationals, and this was used by the Malays 
to cast doubt on the sincerity of the Chinese in Malaya in desiring 
Malayan citizenship. 28 

Another factor w_hich undoub_t�dly increased the suspicion of 
the Malays was the mcreased activity of the Malayan Communist 
Party (MCP), most of whose members were Chinese. 

As a result of the UMNO-led opposition to the Malayan Union, 
in July 1946 the British agreed to form a Working Committee 
composed of six government and two UMNO representatives and 
four representatives of the Malay rulers, which was presided over 
by Malcolm MacDonald, British Commissioner-General for 
Southeast Asia, to draft an alternative constitution. 29 

This committee eventually agreed to a new constitution, which 
was then passed to non-Malay representatives for comment, and 
after its adoption, the short-lived Malayan Union was replaced by 
the Federation of Malaya on 1st February 1948. It is interesting to 
note that the constitution of the Federation of Malaya is the basis 
of Malaysia's constitution today. The Malays had won their case. 
The Federation of Malaya Agreement stated that the high com­
�issioner would be responsible for safeguarding the 'special posi­
tion' of the Malays and the 'legitimate interests' of the non­
Malays. 30 Meanwhile, important issues that were to dominate 
Malayan politics up to the present, such as the special rights and 
privileges of the Malays, the position of the Malay rulers, and the 
place of the Chinese in Malaya, had been aired and brought out 
mto the open. 

In essence, the Federal Agreement was an Anglo-Malay com­
promise, as the Chinese were excluded from the Working Com­
mittee, although their views were sought before the Agreement 
became law. 31 The MacMichael Treaties were cancelled. The 
Malay rulers were recognized as sovereign monarchs, which 
meant that constitutionally the Persekutuan Tanah Melayu
(Federation of Malaya) was a Malay state. It will be remembered 
that UMNO sought the recognition of Malaya as a Malay country 
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(tanah Melayu) (see p. 32), and the inclusion of this tei:m in the 
official Malay version of the name of the Federation was, 
therefore, significant. 

The nine states and their rulers were to retain certain definite 
powers, that is, 'the prerogatives, power and jurisdiction which 
they enjoyed prior to the Japanese occupation'. '2 The British 
postwar policy of preparing Malaya for evenu1:a! self :governme�t 
was continued and, under the scheme, a Bnush high commis­
sioner would govern the country with full powers. 

The Malays accepted (as a concession on their part) a Federal 
citizenship which would be offered to those who owed u_ndivi�ed
loyalty and allegiance to the Federation. But the quahficauons 
for eligibility were considerably tightened up. For local-bo_rn ap­
plicants whose parents were immigrants, the residential penod re­
quired was eight out of the preceding twel_ve years, and for 
foreign-born applicants, fifteen of the preceding twenty-five. It 
was necessary to demonstrate an adequate knowledge of Malay or 
English. Subjects of the Malay rulers were automatically Federal 
citizens, so under these arrangements virtually all Malays and In­
donesian settlers qualified for Federal citizenship." 

In 1950, there were 3,275,000 Federal citizens, of which 
2,500,000 or 76.33 per cent were Malays and only about 500,000 

or 15.26 per cent Chinese.'4 The stringent birth qualification, the 
language test and the lengthy residential terms barred most of the 
non-Malays from becoming citizens. 

The majority of Malays were satisfied with the new constitution 
but the Chinese did not think much of it, especially the exclusion 
of Singapore, which was predominantly a Chinese city, and the 
restrictive citizenship laws. The Chinese protested and launched a 
hartal, and threatened to walk out of the various councils. They 
were supported by some political parties, forming a united front 
known as the All-Malaya Council of Joint Action (AMCJA), 
which represented a rather belated non-Malay opposition to 
Malay nationalism." 

The president of the AMCJA was Tan Cheng Lock but as the 
AMCJA coalition did not have the cohesion of UMNO, it was 
unable to play a commanding role in the course of events, and it 
failed to achieve its purpose. 36 

Chapter Five 

The Interplay of Sino-Malay Relations: 
The Emergency to Merdeka 

In May 1948, five months after the formation of the Federation of 
Malaya, the country was in the grip of a growing lawlessness in­
stigated by the Malayan Communist Party (MCP). Vast quan­
tities of rubber were stolen, rubber estates were burnt down and 
British rubber planters and tin miners were assassinated. I� was 
clear by June that the government had a full-scale communist in­
surrection on its hands. A state of Emergency was declared on 
18 June 1948, although the MCP and its subsidiary organizations 

were not officially banned until 23 July, and battle was joined 
between the Malayan People's Anti-British Army (MPABA) -
the name was changed on 1 February 1949 to the Malayan Races 
Liberation Army (MRLA) - and the Malayan authorities, which 
was to last twelve years. 1 

It is difficult to say whether the decision to raise the standard of 
revolt was an internal MCP matter or whether it was influenced 
by pressures exerted by international communism. But a number 
of observers at the time, including Malcolm MacDonald, British 
Commissioner-General for Southeast Asia, were of the opinion 
that it was due to the latter reason. 2 

At a meeting of the Cominform in September 194 7, communist 
parties throughout the world were exhorted to pursue a militant 
policy towards imperialism. This line was passed on to Southeast 
Asian communist parties and other front organizations at a 
meeting held in Calcutta in March 1948, and it is significant that 
a few months after this meeting communist uprisings started in 
Malaya, Burma, the Philippines and Hyderabad. Armed com­
munist revolts had already broken out in Indonesia and Vietnam. 5 

The intention of the MCP in Malaya was to achieve a quick vic­
tory. The two basic industries of tin and rubber, which were the 
cornerstones of the Malayan economy, were to be destroyed, and 
then areas were to be occupied in the interior of Malaya which 
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would be declared 'Liberated Areas', and finally, by joining up 
these 'Liberated Areas', a Democratic People's Republic of Malaya 
was to be established by August 1948. 4 

As far as Sino-Malay relations were concerned, the problem 
was that the vast majority of the members and supporters of the 
MCP were Chinese whereas the bulk of the security forces were 
British and Commonwealth troops, in support of the Malayan 
Police, which was overwhelmingly Malay. The struggle therefore 
lent itself to interpretation in racial terms, although this was never 
countenanced officially, as being primarily between Chinese com­
munist guerillas, supported by the armed Min Yuen (People's 
Movement), which in tc:rms of membership was almost entirely 
Chinese, and the Malays, supported by the British. The Min

Yuen was the 'fifth column' of the MRLA which provided money, 
medical supplies, food and other material required by them. 5 

According to Malayan Police sources, the membership of the 
MCP at the time of the declaration of the Emergency was around 
12,000 to 14,000, of whom ninety per cent were Chinese. Never­
theless, the MRLA probably never had many more than four to 
five thousand guerillas fighting in the jungle. 6 

In areas where the Malays predominated there was, generally 
speaking, an absence of communist activity- However, �he MCP 
was successful in raising a Malay regiment m Pahang, with a few 
Indians in it, and there were some Malay terrorists in other parts of 
Malaya. Even so, the MCP attempt to broaden its base by claim­
ing to be a nationalist movement ( this was �he reason for chang­
ing its name from MPABA to MRLA), with support fr?m the 
three main Malayan communities, that is, Malays and Indians, as 
well as Chinese, never really succeeded. 7 

ln addition to the Min Yuen, the MRLA relied on Chinese 
squatters for supplies and recruits. It became. apparent that
casualties inflicted on the MRLA by the secunty forces were 
quickly replaced by recruits from among the squatters. Most of 
the squatters, who have been referred to in Chapter Four above, 
were China-born Chinese who had moved out from towns and 
villages during the Second World War to a�oid the atten�ion of 
the Japanese. They lived very much as ahens, ran th��r own
schools, and were resentful of-interference by the authonues. By 
1949, it was estimated that there were around half a million of 
them. As they lived on the jungle fringes outside effective British 
control, it was easy for the terrorists to prey upon them, and they 
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came under communist domination, either voluntarily or in­
voluntarily. The British authorities realized that something had 
to be done to cut off their contact with the MRLA. 8 

In June 1950, Lieutenant-General Sir Harold Briggs, Director 
of Operations in Malaya, and formerly of the Indian Army, 
began to put into action his plan to resettle squatters in 'new 
villages'. Under this scheme, which was spread over four years, 
about half a million squatters (85 per cent of whom were Chinese 
and the remainder mostly Malays) were moved into resettlement 
camps, mainly in the west coast states. 

The government tried to ensure that each squatter family was 
provided with a means of livelihood such as, for instance, a thirty­
year lease to a small plot of land which could. be farmed, and that 
new villages had benefits such as electric light, water, schools, 
and community halls. But resettlement was fundamentally a 
military operation, which had to be carried out as quickly as 
possible, and very often what happened in practice did not ac­
cord with theory. Some of the squatters, for instance, were not 
adequately compensated for livestock which could not be moved 
to the new location, and sometimes personal belongings and 
various household fittings and furniture which could not be 
taken along had to be abandoned without adequate compensa­
tion or with no compensation at all. Title to vacant land was 
vested in the Malay ruler of the state, and frequently he did not 
relish the idea of alienating it to Chinese. The new villages were 
armed camps, with defensive positions around the perimeter, sur­
rounded by barbed-wire fences, and guarded day and night by 
police. No one was allowed out at night, and in the morning, 
workers going out to work were subjected to a thorough body 
search to ensure that they were not carrying any supplies which 
could be passed on to the terrorists. But to look at the matter 
from another perspective, the resettlement programme was a vast 
undertaking involving the uprooting of one tenth of the popula -
t;_on of Malaya (and one in every four of the Federation's Chinese 
population of two million) and, in the long run, it undoubtedly 
dealt a severe blow to the MRLA by disrupting its sources of sup-
ply. 9 

• • 
Nevertheless, in spite of the government's good 1?tenuons,

resettlement left an underlying feeling among t�e C�mes� that 
they had been singled out for unwelcome attenu?� m t�1s way 
( and reinforced their belief that the British adm1mstrauon was 
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pro-Malay), and that they were being subjected to m�ch more 
discomfort and hardship than the Malays. Many were bitter over 
what they regarded as forced resettlement in 'concentration 
camps'. Yet, on the other hand, the large expenditure on Chinese 
new villages was criticized by the Malays on the grounds that 
amenities in Malay kampungs were far inferior to what was pro­
vided in the new villages. They felt that 'a Chinese insurrection 
was bad enough without the additional insult of vast expenditure 
upon what they took to be an essentially alien community'. 10 The
Malay rulers made it clear, too, that they were opposed to th_e
idea of such large-scale Chinese resettlement in their states, as 1t 
would upset the·sensitive Sino-Malay political balance. 11 

Meanwhile, developments were taking place in China which 
had a bearing on the struggle in Malaya. In the latter _par_t of
1949, the Chinese communists drove the KMT out of Cluna mto 
exile in Taiwan, and the People's Republic of China was 
established. The British government was not long in recognizing 
the new regime. This had a marked effect on the Emergency in 
Malaya. The MCP was heartened by the tum of events, and felt 
that it was only a matter of time before the British would have to 
come to terms with them. The Chinese themselves were not cer­
tain who was going to win, especially in view of communist suc­
cesses in other parts of Asia, and they became markedly less ready 
to cooperate with the government and more inclined to keep their 
options open. The MCP took full advantage of this fence-sitting 
and imposed a reign of terror on those Chinese who supported the 
government and many were murdered for providing information 
to the security forces or refusing to give assistance to the MCP. By 
1951, for instance, there were only 1,500 Chinese in the Malayan 
Police which had an overall strength of 60,000, 12 and the lack of 
assistance which the Chinese community gave the security forces 
and the government caused serious concern to the British 
authorities. A serious information gap had grown up between the 
Malayan government and the Chinese community, as the 
Secretariat for Chinese Affairs had been abolished, and there 
were so few European officers who spoke Chinese, and hardly any 
Malays at all. Some of the wealthy Chinese community leaders 
were not averse to betting on both sides by paying extortion 
money to the MCP even though their own economic interests 
would obviously be affected if the MCP succeeded in overthrow­
ing the Malayan government. 13 
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On the political front, the Chinese leaders made it clear that 
they objected to the 'special position' of the Malays and the 
restricted rights of citizenship given to the Chinese under the con­
stitution of the Federation of Malaya. They feared that if the 
British went ahead and granted Malaya self-government, the 
Malays would be dominant politically, and their own economic 
position would be threatened. 14 

Meanwhile, the government intensified its anti-terrorist opera­
tions and in November 1950 conscription for military or para­
military service was introduced for Malayan youths between the 
ages of eighteen and twenty-four. This caused an outcry among 
the Chinese community. The Chinese press was most outspoken 
against the proposals, and Tan Cheng Lock explained that 
Chinese traditionally owed loyalty first and foremost to their 
family rather than to the nation, and asked for exemption for 
eldest and only sons.15 

As the government was not prepared to give in to pressure 
and to modify its national service law, there was a mass exodus of 
Chinese youths to Singapore, Hong Kong and mainland China, 
and some went underground to jQin the MRLA. 

During the next four years or so, the exodus to China of young 
Chinese whose aim was to serve the 'New China' and avoid 
military call-up in Malaya continued at a steady rate. After the 
communist successes in Indo-China in the first part of 1954, it 
was estimated that departures rose to an average of about one 
thousand per month. 16 

The Malay press was vociferous in passing stricture on the 
behaviour of the Chinese, 17 and these events only served to rein­
force Malay doubts and misgivings about the Chinese in Malaya, 
in spite of the repeated protests of Chinese leaders such as Tan 
Cheng Lock that the Chinese in Malaya thought of Malaya as 
their home and the sole focus of their allegiance. 18 

It was against the backdrop of the Emergency, and the ebb and 
flow of military operations which culminated in the defeat of the 
terrorists and the lifting of the Emergency on 31 July 1960, when 
the remnants of the communist insurgents retreated into southern 
Thailand, that other important political developments affecting 
Sino-Malay relations began to take shape, which we shall now 
have to examine. 

At the beginning of the Emergency in 1948, UMNO was 
already well-established, and it had built up a considerable 
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following among the Malays, especially as a result of its determin­
ed stand against the short-lived Malayan Union. The Indian com­
munity in Malaya had established, too, the Malayan Indian Con­
gress (MIC). It was only the Chinese who did not have a similar 
political grouping. 

Sir Henry Gurney, High Commissioner of the Federatio� of 
Malaya, was anxious to encourage the formation of an orgamza­
tion among the Chinese which would be to all intents and pur­
poses the equivalent of UMNO, and to develop a sense of involve­
ment and belonging among the Chinese. Although there are several 
versions of the genesis of the Malayan Chinese Association 
(MCA), which was the party eventually formed by the Chinese, it 
is likely that the initiative was taken by Gurney in approaching 
Tan Cheng Lock. 19 

The MCA came into existence in February 1949, with Tan 
Cheng Lock as president. Membership was restricted to Chinese 
who intended to settle permanently in Malaya, and had either 
been born there or lived there for at least five years. Later it open­
ed its membership to non-Chinese but this did not have much 
practical effect, and from the beginning it was clearly a Chinese 
communal party. Firstly, it was a 'welfare' body to raise funds to 
help with the resettlement of Chinese squatters in the new 
villages. Secondly, it hoped to vie with the MCP for the support of 
the poorer Chinese and, thirdly, to act as a mouthpiece for t_he
Malayan Chinese community in asserting 'the indisputable claim 
of those of us who intend to settle down here permanently and 
make this country the object of their loyalty, to share fully and 
equally with the others the rights and privileges and the duties 
and responsibilities of Malayan citizenship. '20 

In general, MCA policy was conciliatory toward the Malays and 
cooperative with the British authorities. 

Both UMNO and MCA were communal parties, but their top 
leadership had common ground in that it was composed of 
English-educated Malay and Chinese elitists, representing the 
conservative elements of both communities, which did not rule 
out cooperation at this level. 21 

However, racial harmony and cooperation at ground level were 
still a long way off. One of the ways to bring about integration in 
a multiracial society is through education. After the Second 
World War the government policy was to reorganize the pre-war 
education system of having separate vernacular schools for 

--
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Malays, Chinese and Indians. It was recogriized that the pre-war 
system only fostered a centrifugal tendency. In fact, only the ap­
proximate twenty per cent of the total student population in 
Malaya who attended English-medium schools came into contact 
with each other. A unified system of education was recommended 
by the Barnes Committee, which was set up to look into the 
system of Malay vernacular education, and the committee 
recommended that children of all races should attend national 
schools. The most important feature of the national primary 
schools was that they would be bilingual and all pupils would be 
taught English and Malay. The best students would then pro­
ceed to English-medium secondary schools. It was hoped that in 
this way a common nationality and outlook would be built up, 
especially as the syllabi would have a local Malayan slant. 22 

In 1951, Sir Henry Gurney appointed a committee, which was 
headed by Dr. W.P. Fenn and Dr. Wu Teh-yao, to investigate 
Chinese education in Malaya. The recommendations of this com­
mittee were quite different from those of the Barnes Report. 
While it was acknowledged that education should have a 
Malayan orientation, it was felt that a system of belonging could 
be inculcated by maintaining the different cultures and separate 
school systems of the main ethnic groups in Malaya. 23 

The conflicting views of the above two committees were studied 
by yet a third committee in 1951 and it was determined that the 
major point at issue, especially as far as the Chinese were con­
cerned, was the formation of the national schools and the use of 
Malay and English as media of instruction. 

As a result, the Education Ordinance promulgated in 1952, 
which covered the above features, was in a sense a compromise. 
Although insisting that national schools should be the pattern to 
be followed, it accepted that Chinese and Tamil could be taught 
as a third language. But Chinese and Indian schools were to re­
main outside the national system. 24 

In any event, the plan came to nothing because the federal 
treasury pointed out that there was not sufficient funds available 
to proceed on this basis. The position was summed up at the time 
in the following words: 

'Though we unanimously affirm our belief, first that multiracial 

schools are essential for the education of the future citizens of a united 

Malayan nation; second, that there are two official languages, English 

and Malay, and both must be taught; and third, that there must be a 
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single system of education and common content in the teaching in all 

schools, the country with its present level of expenditure, is not in a posi­
tion to balance its annual budget'. 25

This was not the end of the saga. Dato Abdul Razak bin Hus­
sein, then Minister of Education, and later to become prime 
minister of Malaysia after the resignation of Tunku Abdul 
Rahman in 1970, headed a committee of experts in September 
1955 to enquire into the state of education in the Federation, and 
prepared a report, many of the recommendations of which were 
enshrined in the 1957 Education Ordinance. Subsequently yet 
another committee was appointed under Abdul Rahman bin 
Talib, who succeeded Razak as Minister of Education, to ex­
amine the working of the Razak Report in the light of experience. 
The pivotal point of the new policy was contained in section 3 of 
the 1957 Education Ordinance, which reads as follows: 

'The educational policy of the Federation is to enshrine a national 

system of education acceptable to the people as a whole which will satisfy 
their needs and promote their cultural, social, economic and political 

development as a nation, with the intention of making the Malay 

language the national language of the country whilst preserving and sus­

taining the growth of the language and culture of peoples other than 

M ala ys living in the country. '26 

The question was how the new policy was to be translated into 
action, and the Talib Report (1960) dealt with this under the 
following headings: (1) the provision of primary education at 
government expense in each of the four main languages of 
Malaya, viz., Malay, English, Chinese and Tamil; (2) the bring­
ing together of all the language streams at secondary level in 
fully assisted, national-type secondary schools using mainly 
either Malay or English as the medium of instruction; (') the 
use of these two 'official' languages for both instruction and 
examination purposes; and (4) the establishment of common 
syllabi and timetables for all schools. 

It should be borne in mind that by the time (we are rather an­
ticipating our account) Malay had become the national language, 
English was permitted to be used until 1967 as an alternate official 
language. In other words, it was clear that after 1967 Malay would 
be the sole official language and the main medium of instruction in 
all fully assisted national-type secondary schools. 
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The Chinese reacted vigorously to this policy by demanding 
that Chinese should be recognized as an official language in the 
same way as Malay and English, and that public examinations 
should be held in Chinese. The cry that the government was kill­
ing the Chinese language was raised. The government replied by 
pointing out that under the new educational policy, Chinese (as a 
subject) could be learnt 'from the lowest to the highest rungs' of 
the educational ladder. Furthermore, it was stressed that primary 
education would be free for the first time in the history of 
Malaya, and a Chinese child could obtain six years of primary 
education wholly in the Chinese medium without paying fees. 'If 
we do not accept this education system,' the prime minister said, 
'thousands of children passing out each year from the Chinese 
schools will not have the same opportunity as those who graduate 
from other schools, such as English schools. If they cannot get 
jobs because of their unacceptable qualifications, they will grow 
up hating the Government.'27 

All Chinese schools were required to decide by the end of 1961 
whether they would be either fully assisted (national-type secon­
dary schools) using Malay or English as the main medium of in­
struction, or independent, in which case they could continue to 
use Chinese as the main medium of instruction, but would not 
receive any financial aid whatsoever from the government. 

Some prominence has been given to the educational problems 
which have bedevilled Malaya because education was (and still is) 
a sensitive issue, and the discussions which they occasioned 
penetrated to the very heart of Sino-Malay friction, and high­
lighted the opposition by the Chinese to a policy which they inter­
preted as an attempt 'to deny their children the right to their own 
language and culture and turn them into pseudo-Malays .... '28 

In the meantime, in early 1949, another attempt was made to 
bridge the gap between the Malays and the Chinese, and to bring 
about interracial harmony prior to the granting of self-govern­
ment, as many people were concerned lest Malaya be destroyed 
by communal warfare such as that which had split India and 
Pakistan at the time of independence. 29 

As a result of the initiative of Malcolm MacDonald, the 
Commissioner-General for Southeast Asia, a Communities Liaison 
Committee (CLC) was established with Malay, Chinese, Indian, 
Eurasian and European community leaders on it. The CLC's aim 
was to find a way to eliminate interracial friction so as to create a 
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united Malayan nation. The CLC proposed that all government 
and government-aided primary schools should teach Malay and 
English. It suggested that elections to local and federal councils 
should be introduced as soon as possible, and the citizenship re­
quirements liberalized, to make it easier for non-Malays to ac­
quire citizenship. The Chinese were called upon to be sym­
pathetic towards and to help with the economic advancement of 
the Malays. In many ways, MacDonald, who was the committee's 
liaison officer, and Dato Onn and Tan Cheng Lock, who were the 
members of the CLC representing the Malay and Chinese com­
munities, were idealists and ahead of their time, and the two 
community leaders found it difficult to carry their respective par­
ties with them in their support of the CLC's proposals, which 
represented a non-communal approach in contrast to UMNO's 
and MCA's communal policies. UMNO and MCA were com­
munal parties. 30 

In fact, when Dato Onn attempted to persuade UMNO to ac­
cept some of the CLC's proposals, he encountered stiff opposition 
from chauvinist Malay elements, or 'ultras', who supported the 
'Malaya for the Malays' policy. The situation became even more 
strained when he recommended that the name of UMNO should 
be changed to United Malayan National Organization, which in­
dicated that he was thinking along non-communal lines, and not 
long afterward, in mid-1951, he resigned from UMNO, and 
Tunku Abdul Rahman was elected President. 31 

Within a few weeks, Dato Onn had founded a new non­
communal political party called the Independence of Malaya Par­
ty (IMP). Sir Henry Gurney, Malcolm MacDonald, and Tan 
Cheng Lock gave their encouragement and blessing to the new 
party, which fitted in with their concept of an interracial party. 
IMP announced a platform of economic and political equality, a 
common citizenship for all, the opening of the Malayan Civil Ser­
vice (MCS) to Chinese and Indians, with the goal of in­
dependence within ten years. 

But the tacit support and encouragement of the British may 
have been the kiss of death as many Malay nationalists regarded 
IMP as a British creation, and would not have anything to do 
with it. 

Dato Onn had hoped that UMNO would cooperate with IMP 
but the fear of the Malays that his policy towards the Chinese was 
too lenient, and that Malay 'special rights' would be eroded, held 
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them back. They were concerned, too, that independence within 
a decade would not allow them sufficient time to redress the 
economic balance between themselves and the Chinese. 52 Malay 
chauvinists within UMNO regarded Dato Onn as a traitor to the 
Malay cause. 

The Federation of Malaya Agreement had included a promise 
of elections in due course, but due to the outbreak of the 
Emergency, the first municipal elections in Kuala Lumpur 
were not held until February 1952. It was thought that IMP 
had a good chance of winning a majority, but its hopes were 
shattered by the unexpected formation of an electoral alliance 
between the Selangor branches of the MCA and UMNO to 
contest the elections. The UMNO-MCA Alliance won nine 
of the twelve seats contested and inflicted a rousing defeat 
on IMP. 

This successful ad hoe experiment, which had not been approv­
ed by the respective party national headquarters, was repeated at 
other municipal elections held in 1951 and 1952. In August 1953, 
it was decided to form a national Alliance, and in October 1954, 
the MIC joined, so that the Alliance came to represent a coalition 
of the major political parties of the three main racial groups in 
Malaya. UMNO-MCA-MIC still remained completely indepen­
dent of each other, with their own organizations and struc­
tures, but at least it was possible for their national leaders to 
work out by discussion and compromise a common approach 
which enabled the Alliance to present a united front on most 
issues. Controversial matters were, as far as possible, not given 
a public airing." Tan Cheng Lock was shrewd enough to 
realize that the way to working out a modus vivendi with the 
Malays lay through UMNO, with whose leaders he could hope to 
trade economic advantages for political power. 

The first general elections were held in Malaya in 1955, and 
the Alliance swept to victory winning 51 out of 52 seats, although 
UMNO and the MCA were unable to reach accord on the ques­
tion of citizenship and nationality rights for non-Malays. Tan 
Cheng Lock's stand was that the principle of jus soli should be 
adopted whereby citizenship would be automatically conferred 
on all persons born in Malaya, while the Malays jealously guarded 
their citizenship rights and wanted to retain the more restrictive 
citizenship provisions contained in the Federation of Malaya 
Agreement. 54 
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In addition to the elected members of the Federal Legislative 
Council, there were S2 appointed members, but the Alliance was 
confident of counting on the support of 19 of them which gave it 
a majority of 70 in the Council of 98. Tunku Abdul Rahman 
became the first chief minister of the new government. '5 

UMNO was the leading partner in the UMNO-MCA-MIC 
Alliance as it carried more electoral weight than the non-Malay 
parties. 84 per cent of the 2,800,000 registered voters for the elec­
tion were Malays, 11 per cent Chinese and approximately 5 per 
cent Indians. It has been estimated that there were about 600,000 

Chinese eligible to vote but only 143,000 went to the polls. The 
Chinese were evidently still not very enthusiastic about becoming 
involved in public affairs." 

Tunku Abdul Rahman had said during the election campaign 
that if the Alliance were elected it would aim for self-government 
within two years and the establishment of an 'independent com­
mission' to draw up a constitution for the attainment of in­
dependence within four. But the Tunku was pressed by the 
UMNO youth section to accelerate this time scale and work for 
independence within two years only. . Consequently, a Constitutional Conference was c�nvened m 
London early in 1956, and attended by representatives of the 
Alliance, the Malay rulers and the British government. 

The British government made it clear from the beginning that 
it was prepared to concede independence without a struggle, a�d 
the negotiations proceeded smoothly. It was agreed that m -
dependence within the British Commonwealth would be granted 
by 31 August 1957, if possible, which was the target date set by 
the Tunku, and that a Constitutional Commission, headed by 
Lord Reid, should be set up to draft a constitution. Its terms of 
reference included 'a common nationality for the whole of the 
Federation' and 'the safe-guarding of the special position of the 
Malays and the legitimate interests of other communities'." 

The commission met in Malaya from June to October 1956, 
and the most important views it considered were those presented 
to it by the Alliance Party, especially as the Alliance Party had 
such an overwhelming majority at both federal and state levels. 

The leaders of the three communal parties making up the na­
tional Alliance agreed to speak with one voice to the commission 
and any differences which they might have had we�e. resolve? 
before their representations were put up to the comm1ss1on. This 
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is the origin of the 'bargain' or 'pact' between the UMNO and the 
MCA leaders whereby as a quid pro quo the MCA conceded that 
the 'special rights' of the Malays should be protected, in return 
for UMNO conceding that Chinese and other non-Malays should 
be granted 'easier' citizenship rights based on the principle of jus
soli, as well as allowing the Chinese a free hand to pursue their 
business interests. '8 

However, the bargaining behind the scenes was intense at times 
and threatened to split the Alliance apart. Once again, the 
sensitive issue of citizenship rights, national language, education 
policy and the Malay special rights came up. While Tunku Abdul 
Rahman and Tan Cheng Lock were able to come to terms with 
each other because they were both western-educated liberals (the 
Tunku being a prince of the royal house of Kedah, who had been 
educated at Cambridge and had lived for many years in Britain, 
and Tan Cheng Lock a wealthy baba from Malacca, speaking 
English as his mother tongue, and knowing no Chinese, who was 
completely sincere in owning allegiance to no other country but 
Malaya), they had to contend with the extremists in both their 
parties. Neither the 'ultras' in UMNO nor the more chauvinistic 
Chinese-educated group in the MCA were willing to make conces­
sions, and both factions at branch level began to pass resolutions 
demanding that the Merdeka (Independence) Constitution 
should contain provisions beneficial to their community. 

Nevertheless, the Alliance leaders stood firm about not allow­
ing any of the three communal parties to make separate submis­
sions to the Reid Commission, and the day was saved. 39 

When the Reid Commission's draft proposals were published in 
195 7, objections were raised by both Malays and Chinese. The 
commission had accepted most of the points recommended by 
the Alliance but it had introduced certain ideas of its own, and it 
had accepted suggestions made by the Malay rulers and other in­
terested parties. In general, the Malays were disappointed that 
their special rights had not been provided for, and the Chinese 
were dissatisfied with sections of the report relating to citizenship 
and the special status of the Chinese language which they felt did 
not go far enough. 

The draft proposals were then reviewed and amended by a 
working committee in Malaya, and representatives of the 
Alliance, the Malay rulers, and the British government at a 
meeting in London. The new Merdeka Constitution for an in-
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dependent Malaya emerged from these deliberations. 40 

The provisions of the Merdeka Constitution are worthy of
analysis as they provide the framework of the Malaysia Constitu­
tion (1963) which was brought about by amending the Merdeka
Constitution rather than redrafting a completely new constitu­
tion,41 and they contain provisions covering the special rights and
privileges of the Malays, national language, religion, and several
other issues, which were (and still are) matters of contention
between the Malays and Chinese. 42 

It was agreed to grant Malayan citizenship on the principle of
jus soli to any person born in the Federation after 31st August
1957, as well as to make it easier for non-Malays to become
citizens by registration and naturalization. This was an extremely
controversial issue as the Malays were concerned lest it would
eventually lead to their political primacy being challenged by the
Chinese. It undoubtedly represented a major concession on the
part of the Malays as it would increase the voting strength of the
Chinese, and UMN O only agreed to it in exchange for the
Chinese not objecting to other sections of the constitution which
protected Malay special rights. H 

The Reid proposals had provided for the continuation of the
special rights and privileges for Malays, and these were covered
by the constitution. They were in four main areas: Malay land
reservations; the reserving of a quota of licences for certain
businesses; the operation of a quota in the Malayan Civil Service
whereby appointments would be in the ratio of one non-Malay to
every four Malays; and special quotas for scholarships and educa­
tional grants.

In fact, this policy was a continuation of the policy enunciated
by General Sir Gerald Templer (High Commissioner 1951-1954)
in a speech to the Legislative Council in November 1952.
'Members of the Council,' he said, 'will, however, I feel sure agree
that it is very necessary that the special position of the Malays
should be retained in the Civil Service and imposed in the whole
economic field. To this ,end, certain safeguards are necessary. I
therefore propose that, as one of the safeguards, the number of
non-Malay Federal citizens who are admitted into the Malayan
Civil Service shall be limited to one for every four Malays admit­
ted into that Service in the future. Other safeguards to secure and
improve the position of the Malays are under consideration. '44 

In regard to commerce and industry, Templer thought it 
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necessary that 'the Malays should be encouraged and assisted toplay a full part in the economic life of the country so that the pre­sent uneven economic balance should be redressed'. 45The Reid Report _proposed that the special position of theMalays should be reVIewed after fifteen years with a view to theireventual withdra�al, but t?is suggestion was strongly opposed byl)MNO, and not mcluded m the constitution which set no timelimit. 46 

' 

However, Malay privileges were augmented in the constitutionin several ways. The. states were allowed to retain or increaseMalay land reservations until the area represented fifty per cent ofthe total area availab!e for general private land use. Also, Penanga�d Malacca, not bemg Ma_lay states, were given the right to in­stitute Malay land reservations on the same terms as the nineMalay states making up the Federation. Under the constitution land policy relating to Malay reservations was made more dif'.ficult to amend than the constitution itself. The constitution
could only be amended by a two-thirds vote in the wholly-electedHouse of Representatives and the appointed Senate. 

Bearing in mind the paramount political position of the Malaysand the comparative strengths of the Malay and Chinese elec­torates consisting of federal citizens, the possibility of the con­stitution being amended to the detriment of the Malay communi­ty was very remote.
Under the constitution, Islam became the state religion

alt?�ugh every person was allowed the right to practise his ownreligion. The sultans were the head of the Muslim religion in theirown states and the Yang di-Pertuan Agong (the Paramount Ruler,a single, constitutional monarch elected for a term of five years by
�he Conference of Rulers) was responsible for the Muslim religion
m Penang and Malacca.

Malay was made the national language but English was per­
mitted to be used in parliament, the state legislatures and courts of
law for a period of at least ten years from Merdeka Day (31
August 1957), until otherwise provided by parliament. No other
language could be used in legislative proceedings, but federal and
state governments had the right 'to preserve and sustain the use
and study of the language of any community'. 47 

The consent of the Rulers Conference was required on matters
�ealing with the 'special position of the Malays or the legitimate
interests of other communities', as well as the approval of the
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state governments and the federal government. 
An important part of the 'pact' between UMNO and the 

MCA which was not explicitly referred to in the constitution 
was that the Chinese were allowed to continue to play a domi­
nant role in the economic life of the country. 48 

After the ratification of the Merdeka Constitution, Malaya's in­
dependence was proclaimed, and at the stroke of midnight on 30 
August 1957, the Union Jack was lowered at an impressive 
ceremony on the Selangor Club Padang in Kuala Lumpur, and 
the flag of the new independent Federation of Malaya hoisted in 
its place. 49 

Tunku Abdul Rahman campaigning in the 1955 elections. 
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Chapter Six 

Prelude to the 13 May 1969 Riots 

On 27 May 1961, Tunku Abdul Rahman, Prime Minister of the 
Federation of Malaya, was invited to address a lunch meeting of 
the Foreign Correspondents Association of Southeast Asia in 
Singapore. In his after-lunch speech, he proposed a 'Grand 
Malaysian Alliance' of Malaya, Singapore, Sarawak, British 
North Borneo and Brunei. 

This was not the first time the idea had been proposed. It had 
been mooted by Malcolm MacDonald when he was British 
Commissioner-General for Southeast Asia (1949-1952). The first 
mention of such an amalgamation had been made by Lord Brassey 
in 1887, and in more recent times there had been several other 
organizations and persons who had advocated the same thing. 1 

There had been other proposals too. One of these concerned 
the linking up of Singapore and Malaya, on the grounds that both 
territories formed a single economic unit which had been divided 
artificially by the British. 2 

The problem, from the Malay point of view, was that the inclu­
sion of Singapore's predominantly Chinese population would 
have affected the delicate racial balance, and there was a fear, 
too, that Singapore could easily move to the left. 

Another proposal was a union between Malaya and the three 
Borneo territories of British North Borneo, Brunei and Sarawak. 
According to 'unimpeachable Chinese and Malay sources', the 
British had said to Kuala Lumpur 'you can't have Borneo without 
Singapore'. 5 This 'Greater Federation' concept attracted con­
siderable UMNO support during the period from 1956 to 1960 as 
it appealed to Malay nationalists who thought of the indigenous 
peoples of Borneo as Malays, 4 and they saw it as strengthening 
their position vis-a-vis the Chinese. 

By 1961, however, the Tunku was prepared to accept 
Singapore in Malaysia, as he had become convinced by Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore that the position of the rul-
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ing People's Action Party (PAP) was threatened by communist 
elements and that it would be more dangerous for Malaya to keep 
Singapore outside Malaysia than to take it inside. The Tunku 
himself said that for reasons of 'national security' and 'mutual 
economy' the two countries should work together. Moreover, by 
bringing in British Borneo, it was hoped that the indigenous 
peoples of Borneo, who outnumbered the Chinese there by three 
to one, would balance the Chinese majority in Singapore. 5 

Between May 1961 and September 1963 (when Malaysia came 
into existence), there was a series of consultations and negotia­
tions6, but when all was said and done, the real issue at stake was 
whether the Chinese and Malays could get on well together. It 
was apparent that the Malays still felt apprehensive of those 
Chinese 'who think and talk of everything Chinese and do not give 
any indication that they are Malayan in outlook'. 7 Tunku Abdul 
Rahman had also touched on the same point in his after-lunch 
speech referred to above when he had said that the tendency of 
the Chinese in Singapore was to try and make Singapore a 'little 
China' while in Malaya 'the Government is characteristically 
Malayan and bases its policy on a Malayan way of life and 
Malayan standards'. 8 

There were reservations in North Borneo and Sarawak, too, 
about Malaysia, the real reason being a genuine fear among the 
non-Muslim elements, who formed the majority of the population, 
that Malaysia would mean the imposition on them of Malay as the 
national language and Islam as the state religion, with Malay 
'overlords' from Kuala Lumpur in place of British administrators. 

In fact, this fear was unwarranted as, when the Malayan 
government amended the constitution by passing the Malaysia 
Act (1963), it allowed for both English and Malay to be used as 
official languages in North Borneo and Sarawak for a period of 
ten years, and even 1973 was not definitely set as a 'cut-off date 
for the use of English. Moreover, Islam was not made the state 
religion of these two territories. 9 

Under the new Malaysian constitution, Singapore, too, was 
treated differently by being allowed to retain control of its educa -
tion, labour and other matters. Singapore citizenship was accept­
ed as being the equivalent of Federation of Malaya citizenship. 

The new state of Malaysia incorporating the territories of 
Malaya, Singapore, Sarawak, and North Borneo (thereafter to be 
known as Sabah, its original Malay name), came into being on 16 
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September 1963. The Sultan of Brunei was initially disposed to 
join Malaysia but he subsequently changed his mind, most likely 
because he was not satisfied that the financial arrangements 
would be in Brunei's favour, especially as Brunei is an oil-rich 
state, and possibly, too, because his status vis-a-vis the Malay 
rulers of Peninsular Malaysia was not acceptable. 

Singapore withdrew from Malaysia in mid-1965 but this will be 
touched upon later in this account. 

It had originally been intended by Tunku Abdul Rahman that 
the birth of the new state would date from 31 August 1963 but its 
inception was delayed until. the following month by objections 
from Indonesia and the Philippines. 10 

Malaysia from the beginning was a plural society, but there was 
no sign of integi-ation among the various races living in it. In its 
place, as far as the Malays and Chinese were concerned, there was 
a rather precarious agi-eement or understanding between the 
UMNO and the MCA top leaders that Malay special rights should 
not be questioned and the political predominance of the Malays 
should not be challenged provided that the Chinese were allowed 
to pursue unimpeded their traditional commercial and industrial 
activities. 

There was a certain ambivalence and inexactness about the 
latter part of the 'pact', as it was, at the same time, accepted that 
the Malays should use their political predominance to improve 
their economic position to redress the economic balance between 
the two communities so that they could play a more significant 
part in the economic life of the country. It seemed inevitable that 
there would be some intrusion on what the Chinese regarded as 
their preserve even though the reshaping of the economic balance, 
and the adjusting of the scales, was to be done without depriving 
anyone of what they already had. 

When General Templer was appointed High Commissioner of 
the Federation of Malaya in February 1952, he had been issued 
with a directive by the British government that the 'ideal of a 
united Malayan nation does not involve the sacrifice by any com­
munity of its traditional culture and customs, but before it can be 
fully realized the Malays must be encouraged and assisted to play 
a full part in the economic life of the country, so that the present 
uneven economic balance may be redressed'. 11 

As a result of this policy, various quasi-government bodies and 
institutions came into existence, such as the Federal Land 
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Development Authority (FELDA) in 1956. This large organiza­
tion was engaged in land development and settlement projects, 
with the objects of improving the standard of living and increas­
ing the income of the rural population, which was mainly made 
up of Malay peasants, and opening up new land for high yield 
rubber and oil palm for Malay settlers. 12 

Another body worthy of note was the Rural and Industrial 
Development Authority (RIDA) established in 1950, which was 
reorganized fifteen years later into the Majlis Amanah Ra'ayat 
(Council of Trust for the Indigenous People) (MARA). Affiliated 
to this body was the MARA Institute of Technology which started 
in an unpretentious way in 1954 as a coir and rope-making centre 
and was expanded into a full-scale Institute for Business and Pro­
fessional Studies in 1960. 

During 1966-70, MARA made available about 4,800 loans 
totalling M$31 million for various projects, mainly to Malay 
businessmen and proto-industrialists. It established a number of 
companies in the field of commerce and industry for producing 
such items as batik garments, tapioca starch, rubber pelle� and 
processed rubber. It built shophouses for Malay businessmen, 
and encouraged bumiputras (see below) to go into business as 
wholesale suppliers and contractors for construction materials. 

MARA also formed and operated bus companies (most of the 
transport companies in Malaysia were run by Chinese), and by 
1970 it was operating 360 buses and providing services covering 
2,000 miles. By this time, and after setting the transport com­
panies on their feet, MARA had transferred six of its bus services 
to Malay concerns leaving 33 still under its own direct operational 
control. 1' 

Other organizations included the Federal Agricultural 
Marketing Authority (FAMA), established in 1952, to improve 
the marketing system and to ensure that farmers obtained a fair 
price for their products, and the Bank Bumiputra, which was 
formed in 1965. 'Bumiputra', meaning literally 'princes of the 
soil' but usually translated more prosaically as 'sons of the soil', 
was the name used for what were referred to in the constitution as 
Malays and other indigenous people. 

The Bank Pertanian Malaysia (Agricultural Bank), set up in 
1969, was used by the Malaysian government for making 
agricultural credit available to Malay farmers on reasonable 
terms, and the funds for this purpose were channelled through 
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rural cooperatives and Farmers' Associations. 
The setting up of more effective machinery for extending and

coordinating credit facilities to Malay farmers was intended. to
break the effective control which Chinese and Indian (chettiar)
money lenders and entrepreneurs had over agricultural land
belonging to Malays. This was done by advancing money to the
Malay farmers for which collateral was provided by pledging the
land as security. In fact, as has been mentioned earlier, an at­
tempt had already been made in 1933 to deal with this problem 
by the passing of the Malay Reservation Enactment in the FMS 
and similar laws in the UMS which forbade charge or lease of 
Malay Reservation land to a non-Malay. 

But this measure was not entirely effective in reducing Malay 
indebtedness to non-Malays, as shopkeepers and rice-millers, who 
were for the most part Chinese, devised a system referred to as 
padi kunca whereby a farmer could obtain a loan or credit 
facilities against the security of padi not yet harvested. Under this 
ingenious system of 'forward credit', instead of the land being 
pledged as a security for cash, as this was now forbidden, the pro­
duce of the land was pledged instead. To give a practical exam­
ple, a Malay scholar working in this field in the late 1960s relates 
the case of a rice-mill and two shops in Kangkong granting Malay 
farmers credit of from M$40 to M$50 during the off-season 
against their future crop of padi, which was to be repaid with a 
quantum of padi bearing a market value of around M$80. Thus 
the resulting profit to the Chinese entrepreneurs would be 
between 60 to 100 per cent. 14 

There was a similar system to padi kunca in the fresh fish trade 
where Chinese middlemen commonly advanced rice and cloth, 
and sometimes money, to Malay fishermen during the off-season 
in anticipation of being able to purchase their catch during the 
fishing season at an agreed price depressed below market level. 15 

Under the Fz'rst Malaysia Plan 1966-70, more secondary schools 
were built in rural areas, and residential facilities were provided 
in some urban secondary schools, so that Malay pupils from the 
rural areas, particularly in science streams, could board at them. 
As a result of these programmes, more than three-quarters of the 
primary schools and about one half of the secondary schools were 
located in rural areas. This was a great help to the bumiputras 
who had been at a disadvantage previously as the secondary 
schools were mainly in the towns whereas most of the Malays were 
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rural dwellers. 16 

The period of the First Malaysia Plan was characterized by a 
high rate of development activity in the country. The long MCP­
inspired Emergency had come to an end in 1960, and the govern· 
ment was able to concentrate more on development projects 
rather than security. The private sector of the economy sprang to 
life again with renewed vigour to take advantage of the oppor­
tunities for growth investment. A new Ministry of National and 
Rural Development was formed to ensure the speedy and efficient 
implementation of the rural development programme. The em -
phasis was placed on rural rather than urban development and 
progress, which benefited the Malays more than anyone else. In 
fact, the Malays made up only 28 per cent of the total urban 
population of Peninsular Malaysia in 1970, with the Chinese ac­
counting for 58 per cent and the Indians 13 per cent. 17 

In describing the decade between 1960-1970, the Second 
Malaysia Plan says: 'Despite the significant progress made in im­
proving the economic well-being of the have-nots, the problem of 
economic imbalance remained. Although there were some 
movements out of agriculture as well as into more productive ac­
tivities within the agricultural sector, a large part of the popula · 
tion continued to be engaged in low-income activities in the rural 
areas. Indications are that wide gaps in income and living condi­
tions between the traditional sector (both rural and urban) and 
the modem sector continued to exist. They arose from differing 
opportunities for education, employment and ownership of or ac­
cess to entrepreneurial resources. These differences were accen­
tuated by the concentration of Malays and other indigenous peo­
ple in the low-income activities. ' 18 

It is evident from this statement which way the government 
was thinking, and accordingly when the Second Malaysia Plan 
1971-75 was drafted, it dealt with these imbalances and dif­
ferences, particularly those between the Malay and Chinese com­
munities. 

There is an interesting section in the Second Malaysia Plan 
dealing with the decade leading up to 1970, which is well worth 
close study as it demonstrates very clearly the Malay perception 
that they were in danger of 'losing out' to the non-Malays in 
regard to the ownership of the Malaysian economy in terms of the 
pattern of ownership, distribution of wealth, and participation in 
the modernization and developmental process. 19 There was clear-
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ly a genuine fear that economically, at any rate, the Malays had
been left behind by the non-Malays, and that unless something
was done about it before it was too late, they would be 'over­
whelmed' in their own country. 

Most of the development was seen to be taking place in the ur­
ban areas and not in the rural areas, where the Malays lived in 
their kampungs. As has been brought out above, the majority of 
the inhabitants of the towns were non-Malay. The concentration 
of Chinese in the three major towns of Peninsular Malaysia, that 
is, Kuala Lumpur (the federal capital), Penang and Ipoh, was in­
deed very striking. Outwardly, with the ethnic composition of the in­
habitants, and their colourful Chinese shop signs, they gave the 
appearance of being Chinese settlements, with little sign at all of 
Malay influence. In 1970, about 41 per cent of the urban Chinese 
and 19 per cent of all the Chinese in Peninsular Malaysia lived in 
these three towns. zo

As the quality of life, as well as social amenities and economic 
opportunities seemed to be better in urban areas than rural areas, 
and the majority of urban dwellers were Chinese, while the 
Malays lived in the rural areas, the economic imbalance could be 
interpreted in racial terms. Thus, the major concentration_ of
Malays was in the traditional rural sector of the economy, which 
consisted of subsistence agriculture, including single-crop padi: 
the gathering of jungle produce, inshore fishing, and so on, 
while, on the other hand, the modem urban sector of the eco­
nomy comprised technically advanced industry and the mo­
dem services, including the professions and the tourist trade, was 
dominated by non-Malay and foreign companies. 

In the late 1960s, hardly any rubber estates of 100 acres and 
above in Peninsular Malaysia were owned by Malays, although 
Malays and non-Malays shared ownership of rubber 
smallholdings. The ownership of the rubber, oil palm, and 
coconut industries was in the hands of non-Malays, even taking 
into account about 308,000 acres of FLDA (now FELDA) land 
cultivated with rubber and oil palm which had been settled 
predominantly by Malays. zi

In 1969, the Malays had only 1.0 per cent share of the sh�re 
capital of resident limited companies in Peninsular Malaysia, 
although the Chinese had 22.8 per cent, and foreign controlled 
companies or branches of companies incorporated overseas had 
the largest share of all. 
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The above facts will speak for themselves, and, as a result, the 
government set a target that within twenty years at le�st 30 �er
cent of the management and ownership of all commernal and m -
dustrial activities should be in the hands of the bumzputras. 22 

It

was the first time in the history of Malaya that such a major read­
justment and restructuring of the economy had been propos�d, 
and the ripples of this policy inevitably increased the tension 
between the Malays and the Chinese. 

It will be remembered that Singapore's entry into Malaysia was 
not without its difficulties and that the Malays in Peninsular Malaysia 

were always rather wary about Singapore's 'Chineseness'. The 
Chinese in Singapore made up 75 per cent of the total pop�la­
tion. From the Malay point of view the ruling People's Acuon 
Party (PAP) in Singapore was a Chinese- party with_ a Chinese
leader, and not a noncommunal party, even though lt had non­
Chinese members. 23 Smooth and harmonious relations between 
Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, the Malaysian capital, depe�ded 
on each side being aware of the fragile nature of the modus viven­
di between the two main communities, and taking care not to 
tread on each other's toes. This was not to be, however. The at­
titudes and styles of the PAP in Singapore and the Alliance in 
Malaysia were poles apart. The PAP had a brash, aggre�sive i�­
age, and it was accustomed to winning points by debate m which 
no punches were pulled while UMNO was muc_h mo_re conser­
vative and deliberate, and it was used to settlmg disputes by 
mutual agreement before making any public announcement. , . The decision on the part of the PAP to take a 'token part m 
the April 1964 federal elections in Peninsular Malaysia came as a 
surprise, as Lee Kuan Yew had given an undertaking to Tunku 
Abdul Rahman that the PAP had no such intention. 24 The PAP 
made it clear that it wanted to replace the MCA as UMNO's 
Chinese partner in the UMNO-MCA-MIC Alliance, but Tunku 
Abdul Rahman announced that he would stand by the MCA and 
he would not jettison it for the PAP. 25 

This blunted the thrust of the PAP, and although 1t was 
c;areful in the election campaign to focus its attack on the MCA, 
and indeed praise Tunku Abdul Rahman and UMNO, in the eyes 
of UMNO, the PAP's move into the Malaysian political arena was 
seen as a challenge to their own political supremacy. 26 

The results of the federal election proved that the PAP had 
made a serious tactical error in entering the field. Only one of the 
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nin� � AP candidates �;s elected, and even he only obtained a
maJonty of 808 votes. The Alliance captured 89 of the 104

federal parliamentary seats. The MCA won 27 of these seats out 
of the 34 it contest�d, which was a clear victory for them over the
PAP. In the elect10ns for the state assemblies, which were held 
simultaneously with the federal elections, the Alliance won 241

seats and the PAP none. 28 

�.fter its elec�oral ?�fe�t in Peninsular Malaysia, the PAP 
decided to stay m poht1cs m Malaysia as part of the opposition 
and Lee Kuan Yew formed a new coalition of opposition parties 
called the Malaysia Solidarity Consultative Convention with the 
slog�n of •�ala�sian Malaysia'. Significantly, the group's 
mamfesto mamtamed that 'the nation and state is (sic) not iden­
tified with the supremacy, well-being and interest of any one 
community or race'. 29 

This confirmed the suspicions of some of the UMNO 'ultras' 
that the PAP itself was against everything that UMNO stood for, 
and that it was not disposed to accept the special rights and posi­
tion of the Malays, although Lee Kuan Yew was to say in April 
1965 that the PAP upheld Malay privileges in the constitution. 
However, he added that these privileges would help only 'a small 
group of Malay bourgeoisie to become capitalists', and would not 
be of much assistance to the Malay ra 'ayat (peasants). �0 

While the PAP was intent on establishing itself in Penin­
sular Malaysia, UMNO and the MCA had their own plans for 
gaining a foothold in Singapore. 31 The MCA attempt came to 
naught but UMNO's incursion brought serious results in its train. 
It was headed by Syed Ja'afar Albar, Secretary-General of 
UMNO, who was called an 'ultra' by Lee Kuan Yew. 

Albar had made several inflammatory speeches in Singapore, 
and the Utusan Melayu, a Malay language newspaper printed in 

Jawi (Arabic) script, did not make matters any better by the anti­
p AP and anti-Chinese tone of its editorials and news reports. 32 

Matters came to a head in July 1964 when Sino-Malay riots 
broke out in the streets of Singapore on the occasion of a Muslim 
procession celebrating Prophet Muhammad's birthday. On 
the day before the riots, leaflets had appeared urging Malays to 
start a jihad (holy war) against the Chinese and slaughter them 
wherever they could be found. 33 

Singapore was placed under curfew. Police riot squads were 
brought in to quell the disturbances and although troops were 
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called out in aid of the civil power, twenty-two people were killed 
and about five hundred injured before the disturbances could be 
brought under controP4 

Tunku Abdul Rahman blamed the riots on Indonesian subver­
sive elements ( this was the time of Indonesian confrontation with 
Malaysia), who had aggravated the legitimate grievances of the 
Singapore Malays. 3; 

In September 1964, there were again racial riots in Singapore, 
which coincided with the landing of Indonesian paratroops in the 
southern part of Peninsular Malaysia. 36 On this occasion, it was 
difficult to attribute the cause to any agitation by local, rather 
than foreign, elements of racial sentiments, and the Tunku again 
pointed out how easy it would be for Indonesian troublemakers 
to exploit the neglect of the Singapore Malay community by the 
Singapore government which 'made no provision for special treat-

£ . l · , 
11 ment o one particu ar race or commumty . · 

The British colonial government in Singapore had claimed in 
1949: 'There are no social problems of race or cultural relations 
of any magnitude. All races live and work harmoniously 
together.'38 But though this may have been true, at least outward­
ly, while the British were in control, once independence came 
there was no 'umpire' to maintain the intercommunal balance, 
and interracial ill feeling came very close to the surface. 

By May 1965, there was little doubt that Sino-Malay relations 
had become badly strained, and the Malays realized that they 
were no longer in the majority in Malaysia as they had been 
previously in the Federation of Malaya. Lee Kuan Yew had 
reached the point of openly challenging the special rights of the 
Malays. 'According to history,' he said, 'Malays began to migrate 
to Malaysia in noticeable numbers only about 700 years ago. Of 
the 39 per cent Malays in Malaysia today, about one-third of 
them are comparatively new immigrants like the secretary­
general ofUMNO, Dato Syedja'afar Albar, who came to Malaya 
from Indonesia just before the war at the age of more than thirty. 
Therefore it is wrong and illogical for a particular racial group to 
think that they are more justified to be called Malaysians and that 
the others can become Malaysian only through their favour.' 

Lee Kuan Yew's statement was refuted by UMNO. Dato Abdul 
Razak, Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, said that 'Mr Lee has 
not only upset the Malays, but also the Rulers and everybody else 
... If there is racial trouble, all of us.including Mr Lee, will suffer.'39 
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Lee Kuan Yew answered that he could trace his ancestry back 
one hundred years in Singapore, and again refuted the idea that 
the Malays were the indigenous people of the Malay archipelago, 
but he was careful to add that he supported the Malaysian con­
stitution and Malay special rights. 40 

It was well that he did this because there was some talk at the 
time of the Malaysian government detaining him. It soon became 
evident that the situation was deteriorating fast, and relations 
between Singapore and the central government were rapidly ap­
proaching breaking point. 

Tunku Abdul Rahman, the Malaysian Prime Minister, has put 
his views on record as follows: 'When facing this dilemma, I 
found that only two choices lay before me. One, take positive ac­
tion against Mr Lee Kuan Yew; and, two, break with Singapore 
and save the nation from a bloodbath. So I chose the second 
course. '41 

On 9 August 1965, the Tunku made an official announcement 
in the Dewan Rakyat (House of Commons) that Singapore would 
have to leave Malaysia. 42 

There is little doubt that Malaysia came dangerously close to 
racial violence at the time of Singapore's expulsion, and if matters 
had been allowed to drag on, it would have led to fighting be­
tween the Malays and Chinese on an unprecedented scale. A year 
later, the Tunku added the following afterthought: 'If we had not 
separated there would have been blue murder. '43 

Even after the expulsion of Singapore from Malaysia, the PAP 
continued to concern itself with the position of the Chinese in 
Peninsular Malaysia, and the central government decided that 
the PAP branch in Malaysia would have to be wound up since it 
had become a 'foreign party'. In March 1966, the solitary PAP 
member of the Dewan Rakyat registered a 'new' party called the 
Democratic Action Party (DAP), which, while having a separate 
legal identity from the PAP, was clearly its successor in Penin -
sular Malaysia. It was a champion of the Malaysian Malaysia con­
cept as presented by Lee Kuan Yew. 44 

In drawing this chapter in the history of 'Singapore in 
Malaysia' to a close, it should be noted that there were, in addi­
tion to the 'Malay vs. Chinese' undertones inherent in the situa­
tion, constitutional grounds for friction between the two govern­
ments relating to economic and financial issues. The differences 
between the two governments were exacerbated by such matters 
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as whether Singapore would be allowed to develep as the main in­
dustrial centre of Malaysia, as well as the commercial centre, or 
whether Peninsular Malaysia's industry should be built up in­
stead; the financial contribution Singapore was expected to make 
to the central government; and the loan Singapore was to make to 
East Malaysia, but these problems could no doubt have been 
resolved amicably by negotiation had it been possible for 
Singapore and Kuala Lumpur to build up mutual trust and 
respect, and enter into a dialogue. 45 

It will be recollected that the original provision about language 
in the constitution was that only Malay as the sole national and 
official language could be used in parliament and state legis­
latures after 1967, that is, ten years after Merdeka, unless 
otherwise provided by parliament. 46 

With the approach of 1967, the pressure for the wider use_ �f
Malay increased from the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (Malaysia s 
Language and Literature Bureau), UMNO 'ultras' and other 
Malay nationalists. There was just as resolute counter-pressure 
from Chinese chauvinists in the MCA, other non-Malay political 
parties, and Chinese teachers. 47 

The Alliance took the formal and legal step required to create 
Malay as the sole national and official language by passing the 
National Language Act in 196 7. However, while the position of 
Malay was affirmed, to the great and bitter disappointment of the 
Malay language advocates, English was still permitted to be used 
for some official purposes as deemed fit by the federal and state 
authorities, or by the Yang di-Pertuan Agong (Paramount Ruler).48 

Tunku Abdul Rahman called for an all-out effort to promote 
the use of Malay, under the slogan Bahasa jiwa Bangsa 
(Language is the Soul of the Nation) which was diplayed on 
posters, banners, and road signs all over the country. At the same 
time, he made it clear that he felt that English would have to be 
used as the language of higher studies for a long time to come. 49 

The outcome was that, on the one hand, non-Malays were 
decidedly unenthusiastic about the government's stand on 
language, especially as it was realized that the plan�ed unifica­
tion of the school system would lead to Malay becommg the sole 
medium of instruction, yet on the other hand, the Tunku and 
other top UMNO leaders were criticized severely by the Malay 
'ultras' and their supporters, especially Malay schoolteachers and 
university students, for conceding too much to the Chinese. 50 

Chapter Seven 

The 13 May Riots 

During the long five-week election campaign leading up to the 
1969 federal and state elections, it became apparent that the 
Alliance leaders were not in touch with the considerable sense of 
frustration and antagonism which had built up inexorably over 
the course of the past few years among non-Malays over such con­
troversial issues as Malay special rights, the privileged position 
the Malays had in regard to employment, the four-to-one 
preponderance Malays enjoyed in the senior ranks of_the civil ser­
vice, and the barely concealed efforts that were bemg made to 
counter Chinese hegemony in commerce and industry. It has 
been said that 'The Chinese and Indians resident in Kuala Lum­
pur had after fifteen years of Alliance rule developed an ac�te 
persecution complex' . 1 Interracial friction seemed almost in­
evitable as a result of the racial insults which were bandied about 
indiscriminately and irresponsibly both by the opposition parties 
and the Alliance. 

According to one observer, 'The unwritten law regarding com­
munal issues was violated by both the Alliance and Opposition 
parties when they indulged in open public and heated debate 
over such subjects.'2 Malay and Chinese emotions were rubbed 
raw and came dangerously close to breaking point. Although the 
campaign went off without incident, there was a distinct feeling 
of tension as polling day (10 May) approached.' 

The Alliance leadership did not have any new formula for 
fighting the elections and countering the threat posed by the ?P·
position parties consisting, in particular, of the Pan Malaysian 
Islamic Party (PMIP), the Democratic Action Party (DAP), the 
Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia (Gerakan), and the People's Pro­
gressive Party (PPP). The Alliance election manifesto read very 
much like a government report, and while it was a solid, reasoned 
document, it did not have any elan about it. It gave a summary_ of 
what the Alliance had achieved during its years in power, with 
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sections devoted to the 'economic approach', 'defence and securi­
ty', 'foreign affairs', and the 'racial nemesis'. 

In regard to Sino-Malay relations, the most interesting section 
was the last-named. 'Historical circumstances have combined to 
keep the races apart', it said, 'and have somewhat segregated 
them economically.' The rural people are predominantly Malays, 
who are living at subsistence level and 'because we have given 
them a deserving priority in our attentions, we have been accused 
by our adversaries of practising racial discrimination'. It confirm­
ed that the position of the 'have-nots' (the Malays) would have to 
be levelled up to the economic status of the 'haves' (the Chinese) 
although it added that this policy did not aim at depriving anyone 
of opportunities for advancement. It claimed that there was not a 
single opposition party which had shown itself capable of serving 
the needs of Malaysia's multiracial society, and the alternative to 
Alliance rule would be 'an irreversible process of disintegration 
with all the consequential carnage too hideous for anyone to en­
visage'. 4 

The Alliance placed considerable emphasis on maintaining 
Malay 'special rights' during the election campaign, and in a 
broadcast over Radio Malaysia on 9 May, the Tunku elucidated 
once again the division of power between the Malays and the 
Chinese. The Malays have gained for themselves political power,' 
he said. The Chinese and Indians have won for themselves 
economic power. The blending of the two with complete goodwill 
and understanding has brought about peace and harmony, 
coupled with prosperity to the country'. 5 

The main enemy as far as UMNO was concerned was the 
PMIP, which, as the oldest opposition party, had built up for 
itself a reputation as an Islamic religious and communal Malay 
party, with a strong anti-Chinese streak about it. 

It promised that if it came to power it would establish an 
Islamic state in Malaysia, and amend the constitution to give it a 
more Malay rather than Malaysian slant. Its stand was crystalliz­
ed in its slogan: bangsa (race), ugama (religion) and tanah

Melayu (land of the Malays). The focal point of its power was 
Kelantan, but it had a not inconsiderable following in the Malay 
states of Trengganu, Perlis, Kedah as well as in north Penang, 
where the Malays formed a majority. 

It accused UMNO of being pro-Chinese and selling out the 
country and the Malays to the Chinese. 6 
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Its influence was not very strong in the west coast states where 

there were more non-Malays, and a greater degree of exposure to 

western-style modernization and economic development. 7 

UMNO countered this by alleging that the PMIP had links 
with the outlawed Malayan Communist P?-rty (MCP) in south 
Thailand, which was a subtle thrust, as it will be remembered 
that the MCP was predominantly Chinese in its make-up. It 

pointed out that the PMIP had done nothing about the economic 
development of Kelantan although it had been in control of the 
state government there since 1959. UMNO offered tremendous 
sums of developmental aid to Kelantan (which were termed 
'daylight political bribery' by the PMIP President) if the vote in 
the state election should swing in its favour. 8 Two further charges 
were made against the PMIP in order to discredit it in Malay 
eyes. Firstly, it was alleged that it had some sort of electoral 
understanding with the OAP, theoretically a noncommunal par­
ty, but which was regarded in Malay eyes as a Chinese party, with 
links extending south to the PAP in Singapore. Secondly, the 
Tunku claimed that it was receiving funds from the PAP in 
Singapore through the OAP. 

This charge was taken so seriously by the Singapore govern -
ment that it was officially denied by the Singapore Foreign 

Minister. 
The PMIP and OAP then countercharged that the Alliance 

had received funds from the CIA, which the Tunku promptly 
denied by taking an oath on the Koran in a mosque. 

The OAP was seen as posing the biggest threat to the MCA. 
Despite claims to be noncommunal, it was controlled by Chinese, 
and it attacked the MCA for surrendering Chinese rights to UM­
NO in the Alliance. Its platform was based on its 'Setapak 
Declaration of Principles', which was proclaimed by the General 
Executive Committee, together with members of branch commit­
tees, at Setapak near Kuala Lumpur on 29 July 1967. In brief, it 
was opposed to racial hegemony and supported the PAP's 'Malay­
sian Malaysia' concept. It saw Malaysia evolving as a multiracial, 
multilingual and multireligious society. 9 Its election manifesto 
was 'Towards a Malaysian Malaysia'. It was attacked by the 
Alliance as being an anti-Malay communal party opposed to 
Malay 'special rights' and as a cover organization for the PAP, the 
branches of which had been de-registered in Peninsular Malaysia 
after Singapore's departure from Malaysia. 10 
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The DAP entered into an electoral pact with Gerakan and PPP 
aimed at preventing a split in opposition votes, and this strategy 
was to play an important part in the resounding blow given to the 
Alliance in the elections, which will be commented on later. 11 

The Gerakan was founded in 1968 as a noncommunal party by 
several leading intellectuals, as well as politicians who joined from 
the United Democratic Party (UDP), which was dissolved in 1968 
in favour of the newly-established Gerakan, and others who cross­
ed over from the Labour Party of Malaya (LPM). 12 

It is interesting to note that the UDP was formed in 1962 by Dr 
Lim Chong Eu, a medical practitioner and a former MCA Presi­
dent, who helped to sponsor Gerakan, and later became the chief 
minister of Penang. 15 

The LPM had a chequered history. It had been founded in the 
early 1950s, when its leaders were English-educated professional 
men, who were intellectual socialists, but they had left the party 
after it was infiltrated in the late 1950s by a large number of 
Chinese-educated Chinese. The latter were Chinese chauvinists 
from the 'non-Malay' states of Johore, Malacca, Selangor and 
Penang, who were virulently anti-Malay and strongly in favour of 
Chinese education and Chinese culture. The LPM was alleged by 
the government to have communist connections and to be an 
MCP-front organization. 

The LPM took no part in the elections, most probably as a 
result of a policy decision taken by the MCP that the elections 
were a charade and should be boycotted. 14 Meanwhile, it had 
been involved in the murder of an UMNO member in Penang in 
April, just a fortnight before polling day, and ten days later, one 
of its members had been shot dead by the police while resisting 
arrest in Kuala Lumpur. The LPM held a large funeral proces­
sion in Kuala Lumpur on 9 May, one day before the elections, 
when serious communal violence was only narrowly averted by 
the good sense and patience of the police. 15 

According to an official report, the LPM 'defied Police instruc­
tion and organised a large parade in which an estimated number 
of ten thousand persons took part and marched through the cen -
tre of Kuala Lumpur, flouting every Police instruction. They 
chanted Maoist slogans, sang "The East is Red", and displayed 
portraits of Mao Tse-tung and the Red flag. The parade passed 
through the heart of Kuala Lumpur and tied up traffic in almost 
every major street in the city, and provoked Malay bystanders 
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with shouts of "Malai sir' (Death to the Malaysl) and "Hutang

darah dibayar darah!" (Blood debts will be repaid with blood!)'. 16 

To revert to the Gerakan, its leading sponsors included Pro­
fessor Syed Hussein Alatas, Professor of Malay Studies, University 
of Singapore, a Dutch-educated Malay intellectual from Johore, 
who became the party chairman; Professor Wang Gungwu, then 
Professor of History, University of Malaya; Dr. Lim Chong Eu; 
and Dr. Tan Chee Khoon, a former leader of LPM. 

The Gerakan campaigned under the slogan of 'Equality, 
Justice and Equal Opportunities for All: Our Aim'. 17 

Among its aims were the reduction of the Alliance's two-third 
majority in parliament so that it would not 'further abrogate our 
constitutional rights and guarantees'. It was opposed to corrup­
tion which then posed a serious problem in Malaysia - Professor 
Alatas, in fact, wrote a book on this. 18 

While accepting the status and policy of Malay as the national 
language as provided for in the constitution, it was in favour of 
the 'legitimate use of all languages', and pressed for the support 
of the National and Merdeka Universities where Malay, Chinese 
and Tamil could be studied up to university level, and advocated 
the retention of Chinese and Tamil secondary education. It ad­
vocated an integrated Malaysian society with a common outlook 
and destiny. 19 

The sphere of influence of the People's Progressive Party (PPP) 
was Perak, where it had established itself as the champion of 
Chinese rights, under the leadership of two Ceylonese-Tamil 
lawyer brothers, one of whom died before the 1969 elections. Its 
election slogan was 'Malaysia for the Malaysians'. During the first 
federal elections of 1955, it had supported Malay special rights 
and the Alliance's position on the language and education issues. 
However, after independence, it had made a complete volte face 
by reshaping its policy to oppose Malay special rights, and had 
declared itself to be in favour of multilingualism and official 
recognition of the Chinese and Tamil languages. It had an even 
more pronounced pro-Chinese image than the OAP, and most of 
its supporters were Chinese, in spite of its president being a non­
Chinese. 20 

Polling took place on 10 May. The results were received with 
dismay by the Alliance. Although at parliamentary level, the 
Alliance won 66 seats (see Appendix 4 ), and as ten of its can­
didates had been returned unopposed in Sabah, it was certain of 
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a majority in the 144-strong Dewan Rakyat, the outcome of the 
elections in East Malaysia, which were staggered and not held at 
the same time as those in Peninsular Malaysia, would decide 
whether it would still retain a two-third majority in parliament, 
without which it would be powerless to amend the constitution 
unless it could enlist the support of some members of the opposi­
tion. 21 

The results meant that the Alliance had won 23 seats less than 
it had in the 1964 general elections or, in other words, it had lost 
25. 84 percent of the seats which it had formerly held.

The MCA position was affected most seriously of all. It had 
won only 13 of the 33 seats it contested, that is, 14 less than in 
1964. The MCA's 14 losses were matched by 13 DAP gains. 
Moreover, of these 13 seats, three had been unopposed, and three 
were won in Malay-majority constituencies. 

The MIC had won two out of the three seats it had contested. 
In 1964, it had won three. 

UMNO, primus inter pares of the three parties making up t�e 
Alliance, had won 51 out of the 67 seats it had contested or, m 
other words, 8 less than in 1964. 22 

The Alliance, in the words of the Straits Times, had a 'rough 
time to victory'. 23 

The most dramatic shift away from the Alliance occurred in 
the state elections, which in Malaysia are held at the same time as 
the federal elections ( see Appendix 5). 24 

Penang was lost to the Gerakan, where only 4 of UMNO's 24 
candidates were returned, with Gerakan winning 16 seats, DAP 
3, and another opposition party 1. Kelantan was held by the 
PMIP to the chagrin of UMNO which had planned to inflict a re­
sounding defeat on its rival. The Gerakan and the DAP had con­
siderable success in Selangor at the expense of the Alliance, which 
was particularly galling considering that �uala Lumpur �as not 
only the Selangor state capital but also the federal capital. In 
Selangor, the opposition won one half of the 28 seats (DAP 9, 
Gerakan 4, Independent 1), and in Perak, the Alliance was strug­
gling to retain control. It had won only 19 out of the 40 state seats 
(PPP 12, DAP 6, Gerakan 2, PMIP 1). 

It was fortunate for the Alliance that the Gerakan refused to 
join any coalition of opposition parties, so that the Alliance was 
able to hang on to the control of the Selangor and Perak 
legislatures. 25 
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The situation was seen by the Malays to be extremely serious. 
An agonizing reappraisal of their position was called for. It was 
clear that the opposition parties had made a considerable dent in 
their armour, and the Alliance faced the prospect of a strong 
Chinese-based opposition in parliament for the first time since it 
had come to power. 

UMNO campaign directors met behind closed doors as soon as 
possible after the results were known and demanded a more 
Malay-oriented Cabinet. It was urged that Malay ministers 
should be appointed to take over the portfolios of Commerce and 
Industry and Finance which had in the past always been held by 
Chinese ministers appointed from within the ranks of the MCA. 26 

The Tunku's own standing in UMNO had fallen considerably 
after the passing of the National Language Act, when Malay na­
tional language advocates had criticized him for not taking a 
strong enough stand with the Chinese. 

Although, technically speaking, the Alliance had won, the op­
position parties were elated at the improvement of their position, 
and on 11 and 12 May the DAP and Gerakan held 'victory' 
parades in Kuala Lumpur, some of which did not have police 
permission, which were followed by numerous smaller proces­
sions. 

Some of the DAP and Gerakan supporters went to the house 
of Dato Harun bin Idris, Menteri Besar (Chief Minister) of 
Selangor, and chairman of UMNO Selangor Branch, and told 
him to quit as he was no longer Menteri Besar. 

The 'victory procession', writes Tunku Abdul Rahman, 'was 
held on an unprecedented scale, politically speaking, and was ac­
companied by acts of rowdyism and hooliganism and in utter de­
fiance of the Police after the main procession had ended. The 
procession went through unauthorised routes, jamming traffic 
everywhere as a consequence ... '27 

This unruly mob slowly wound its way through town, past 
Kampung Bharu, the largest Malay residential area in Kuala 
Lumpur, where some thirty thousand Malays lived, hurling abuse 
and insults as it went, such as 'Melayu sudahjatuh' (The Malays 
have fallen), 'Kuala Lumpur sekarang China punya' (Kuala Lum­
pur now belongs to the Chinese), 'Jni negeri bukan Melayu
punya, kita mahu halau semua Melayu' (This country does not 
belong to the Malays, we want to chase out all the Malays), and the 
like. 28 
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On the evening of 13 May, a group of UMNO supporters 
assembled outside the house of the Selangor Menteri Besar with 
the intention of staging a counter-demonstration on behalf of 
UMNO, and immediately after this procession got under way 
disturbances involving Malays and Chinese broke out. 

Very soon after that, rioting occurred in several parts of Kuala 
Lumpur and it was clear that the goverpment had a very serious 
emergency on its hands. Malays and Chinese indulged in an orgy 
of killing, looting and burning. The police did their b_est_ to con -
trol the situation in an even-handed way, but as the notmg con­
tinued to get out of hand, the army had to be called in, and 
police and army reinforcements were summoned from outside. 
The situation by then had become increasingly uncontrollable, 
and a curfew was declared at 8.00 p.m. on 13 May. 

'Kuala Lumpur was a city on fire,' Tunku Abdul Rahman wrote 
in his account of the disturbances. 'I could clearly see the confla­
gration from my residence at the top of the hill and it was a sight 
that I never thought I would see in my lifetime. In fact all my work 
to make Malaysia a happy and peaceful country through these 
years, and also my dream of being the happiest Prime Minister in 
the world, were also going up in flames. '29 

On 14 May, intermittent shooting occurred in different parts of 
the town, and roving gangs of Malays and Chinese, s�veral hun­
dred strong, fought savagely with each other using any weapons 
they could lay their hands on. As the London Times correspon­
dent reported, 'in street after street were overturned and burnt· 
out cars, motor-cycles and scooters, with no evidence of the fate 
that befell their passengers'. 

The bloodshed continued on 15 May, and there was firing be­
tween the army and armed youths. Clouds of dense black smoke 
continued to rise from burning houses, shops and markets, and 
the roads were littered with debris and barricades. 

It is not necessary to recount here blow-by-blow the bitter 
fighting which took place between the two main communities of 
Malaysia, and the havoc and destruction to life and property that 
was wrought, but rioting, arson and looting continued for several 
days before the situation was brought under control. 50 A 24-hour 
curfew was imposed over virtually the whole of the west coast of 
Peninsular Malaysia, that is, Selangor, Negri Sembilan, Perak, 
Kedah, Penang, and Malacca. During the height of the flare-up, 
rail, bus, train and air links with the outside world were severed, 
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and the publication of newspapers was suspended for a few 
days. Gradually, however, the violence subsided, and by 20 May, 
the situation in Kuala Lumpur, while remaining tense, had large­
ly returned to normal, and it was possible to make a preliminary 
reckoning. 

The official figures relating to the emergency covering the 
period 13 May to 31 July indicate that 196 persons lost their lives 
and 180 were wounded by firearms and 259 by other weapons, 
but these totals have been contested by newspaper correspondents 
who were at the scene, who maintain that they were much higher. 
9,143 persons were arrested, of whom 5,561 were charged in 
court. 51 6,000 persons were rendered homeless and at least 211 
vehicles destroyed or damaged, and 753 buildings damaged or 
destroyed by fire. 52 

Many of the older residents of Malaysia who had experienced 
the Sino-Malay racial disturbances in 1945 - 6, immediately after 
the Japanese surrender, considered that it was the worst racial 
riot in the history of the country. 

On 14 May, the Yang di-Pertuan Agong proclaimed a state of 
national emergency under clause 2 of article 150 of the constitu­
tion 'to secure public safety �nd the maintenance of good order'; 
the constitution and parliament were suspended, and the elec­
tions in East Malaysia were postponed indefinitely. 55 

Two days later, Tunku Abdul Rahman set up a ten-member 
National Operations Council headed by Tun Abdul Razak, the 
deputy prime minister, with responsibility for administration 
under the proclamation of emergency, and appointed a new 
Cabinet, 'superior to the Operations Council'. 54 

The Tunku made it clear that he remained as prime minister, 
that he was still in complete overall charge of the country, and 
that the Operations Council would be responsible to him. 55 

Meanwhile, Tun Tan Siew Sin, (son of Tan Cheng Lock), 
MCA president, had announced on 13 May that as the MCA had 
lost the confidence of the Chinese electorate, it would withdraw 
from the government although it would remain in the Alliance in 
order to give it a majority. This announcement was made before 
the outbreak of the riots but it came as a shock as, for the first 
time since the formation of Malaysia, the Chinese community 
would not be alongside UMNO and the MIC in the Alliance 
government. Nevertheless, three MCA members joined the 
'Emergency' Cabinet on 20 May. 56 



72 13 May 1969 

As the official National Operations Council report on the 
tragedy says, 'Sino-Malay distrust runs like a thread through the 
nation's recent history' ,37 and since the elected Alliance govern­
ment had assumed power fifteen years previously, while there had 
been isolated incidents of Sino-Malay clashes such as those in May 
1959 on Pangkor Island; in July 1964 in the Bukit Mertaja�
district; in July and September 1964 in Singapore; in e�rly 1965 �n
Kuala Lumpur; and in November 1967 and Apnl 1969 m 
Penang, 38 there had been nothing on the terrifying scale of the_ 13
May riots, which are a watershed in contemporary Malaysian 
history. 

In summing up, one may say that the violence which shook 
Kuala Lumpur was triggered off by the results of the general elec­
tions at federal and state levels which saw the Alliance Party, 
especially the MCA component of it, reeling under body blows 
from the opposition, but the underlying cause is much deeper 
and undoubtedly must be looked for in the social, political and 
economic differences which had grown up between the Chinese 
and Malays. 

Chapter fight 

Aftermath 

Why did the 13 May riots occur? Tunku Abdul Rahman placed 
the blame squarely on the communists and Chinese secret society 
elements. 1 

However, Tun (Dr.) Ismail, Minister of Home Affairs, seemed 
to think otherwise, at least, about the communists. 'Everybody 
thought that the Communists were responsible for the distur­
bances,' he said. 'Later we found that they were as much surpris­
ed as we were.'2 In a separate statement made soon after the riots, 
he said, 'Democracy is dead in this country. It died at the hands 
of the opposition parties who triggered off the events leading to 
this violence .'3 Later Chinese secret societies were blamed, then 
mention was made of 'anti-national and subversive elements'. 4 

But the fact remains, when all is said and done, that in Malay 
eyes, all of these culprits were Chinese. 

The National Operations Council report on the racial distur­
bances, published on 9 October 1969, which represents the of­
ficial view, while alluding to the role of the Malayan Communist 
Party and Chinese secret societies, made play of several other fac­
tors. These included differences in the interpretation of the con­
stitution by Malays and non-Malays, and the resentment of 'cer­
tain immigrant races'5 against constitutional provisions relating to 
Malay special rights and the status accorded to the Malay 
language, especially under sections 152 and 153 of the constitu­
tion. Section 152 provided for the Malay language to be the na­
tional language (Bahasa Malaysia), and ultimately the sole of­
ficial language, which meant, of course, that English, Chinese 
and Tamil would all be relegated to an inferior position. Article 
153 covered the responsibility of the Yang di-Pertuan Agong to 
safeguard the special position of the Malays and the legitimate in­
terests of other communities. 

The NOC Report also adverted to the stirring up of racial feelings 

during the election campaign, presumably by both the Alliance 
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and the opposition parties, and the racial insults and threats 
which were expressed during the OAP and Gerakan 'victory 
parades' in Kuala Lumpur. 6 

Although this did not find a place in the NOC Report, there 
was, too, a reluctance on the part of the younger generation of 
Chinese to accept the 'bargain' which had been entered into with 
UMNO by the 'old guard' of the MCA, and Chinese resentment 
at what they perceived to be the 'Malaysia for the Malays' policy 
pursued by the Alliance government. 

. 
On the Malay side,. there was a deep-rooted sense of frustration 

at being left behind in the modernization process which was tak­
ing place in their own country, and a fear that they would be 
smothered by non-Malays, both numerically and economically. 
They were determined not to give up their rights and heritage as 
defined under the constitution lest they should be 'reduced to the 
status of Red Indians striving to live in the wastelands of 
America'.7 and probably, unconsciously, there was a reaffirma­
tion of their exclusive sense of community now that Islam, under 
the constitution, had been granted official recognition as the 
state religion. 

In 1970, the government acknowledged that the riots were 
caused by 'ethnic polarization and animosity', which is another 
way of saying that the Malays and Chinese did n?t get on

. 
well

together, and by continuing Malay grievances at bemg at a disad­
vantage economically compared with the Chinese. 8 

The National Operations Council, which had been delegated 
executive authority to administer the country, consisted of six 
Malays and two non-Malays, with Tun Abdul Razak as Direct?r
of Operations. The Malay members were Tun (Dr.) Ismail, 
Minister of Home Affairs; Datuk Hamzah, Minister of Informa­
tion and Broadcasting; Tan Sri Ghazalie Shafie, Permanent 
Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Tan Sri Abdul Kadir 
Shamsuddin, Director of Public Services; General Tengku Osman 
Jiwa, Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces; and Tan Sri Mohammad 
Salleh, Inspector-General of Police. The Chief Executive Officer 
was Lieutenant-General Dato Ibrahim. The inclusion of military 
and police representatives is noteworthy, and as the council ca°?e
to be involved not only in reestablishing law and order but also m 
the exercise of wide executive and legislative powers, which nor­
mally fall outside the province of the armed forces, it was to lead 
to rumours later on of the possibility of a military takeover. 
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The two non-Malay members were Tun Tan Siew Sin, MCA 
president, and Tun V.T. Sambanthan, MIC president.� 

The new Emergency Cabinet formed on 20 May 1969 by 
Tunku Abdul Rahman, as mentioned previously, was superior to 
the NOC, and Tun Razak had to act on the prime minister's (the 
Tunku's) advice. The ministers appointed to the cabinet were 
Tunku Abdul Rahman (Prime Minister); Tun Abdul Razak 
(Deputy Prime Minister, Defence and acting Finance); Tun (Dr.) 
Ismail (Home Affairs); Tan Sri Sardon (Health); Mohamed Khir 

Johari (Commerce and Industry, and acting Local Government 
and Housing); Tuan Haji Mohamed Ghazali (Agriculture and 
Cooperatives); Datuk Patinggi Abdul Rahman Haji Ya'akub 
(Education); Ghafar Baba (National and Rural Development, and 
Lands and Mines); Hamzah Abu Samah (Information and Broad­
casting); Tan Sri Fatimah binte Haji Hashim (Social Welfare); 
Dato Ganie Gilong (Justice); Tan Sri TemenggongJugah (Sarawak 
Affairs); Tun V.T. Sambanthan (Works, Posts and Telecommuni­
cations); and V. Manickavasagam (Labour and acting Transport). 

The next day it was announced that three MCA members 
would join the Cabinet as Ministers without Portfolio. They were 
Tun Tan Siew Sin (former Minister of Finance), Khaw Kai Boh, 
and Lee Siok Yiew. 10 

It will be recalled that there was a move afoot at the hurriedly 
called meeting of UMNO campaign directors after the elections 
to propose that Malay ministers should be appointed to take over 
the portfolios of Finance and Commerce and Industry and, in this 
connection, the assumption of Tun Razak and Mohamed Khir 

Johari of these two portfolios is significant. 
In the aftermath of the riots, there had been virtually a 

breakdown of social and economic contact between the Chinese 
and Malays. In June, few Chinese and Indians were willing to 
patronize Malay shops, stalls or hawkers. Non-Malays refused to 
ride in taxis driven by Malays, buy batik cloth, or even eat 
durians, which were regarded as 'Malay' fruit. There was still 
'bad blood' between the two races. In the background, the more 
vocal Malays were struggling to assume control of UMNO so that 
they could prevent UMNO from making concessions. 'There is no 
denying the fact that there is a struggle for power going on inside 
UMNO', the Tunku commented, 'as between those who built the 
Party and helped in our independence and the new elements, the 
"Ultras".>1 1 



76 13 May 1969 

On 12 June 1969, it was officially announced that all non­
citizens were required to obtain work permits even if they were 
permanent residents of the country, and aliens would be granted 
work permits only if there were not sufficient qualified 
bumiputras to fill the jobs. 12 In November 1969, all citizens (i.e. 
non-Malays) issued citizenship certificates under section 30 of the 
constitution, that is, on the grounds that one of their parents was 
a citizen or domiciled in the country at the time of their birth, 
were required to submit their citizenship papers to the authorities 
for checking to make sure that they were not obtained under false 
pretences. Only 95,540 such certificates were cleared by March 
1971, and 181,160 non-Malays had their citizenship revoked or 
were left holding invalid citizenship certificates. 13 

On 30 July 1969 the Minister of Education announced a plan to 
introduce Bahasa Malaysia in stages, starting from Primary One 
in 1970, as the main medium of instruction in Peninsular 
Malaysia schools. English was to be taught only as a second 
language. On this time-scale, by 1982 all secondary education, 
including Form Six would be in the medium of Bahasa Malaysia, 
and beyond that, starting in 1983, Bahasa Malaysia would be the 
medium of instruction in first-year university classes, and would be 
introduced progressively year by year until all university classes 
would use Bahasa Malaysia as the medium of instruction, except 
for teaching foreign languages. 14 

The reasoning behind this was that Malay was regarded as the 
means to create national unity. While it was conceded that 
English was widely spoken in Malaysia, it was considered to be 
'elitist', and national dignity dictated that an autochthonous 
language should be given pride of place. Chinese and Tamil 
were, in this sense, not thought of as being indigenous languages, 
and their continued use was regarded as only tending to en­
courage polarization of the various communities. 15 

On 18 June 1969, Tunku Abdul Rah�an received what he 
described as a 'scurrilous' letter 16 from Dr. Mahathir bin 
Mohamad, an UMNO candidate who was defeated in the federal 
elections, and a member of UMNO's supreme council, accusing 
the Tunku of being pro-Chinese, and demanding his resignation 
as prime minister. This letter was leaked to the press so that it 
received the widest possible publicity. University of Malaya 
students demonstrated on the university campus calling for the 
Tunku's resignation on the grounds that he was not taking a 
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strong enough line with the Chinese over such matters as educa -
tion and language, and that he had failed to improve the 
economic position of the Malays. 17 There was a spate of vicious 
letters which were just as much anti-Tunku as they were anti­
Chinese. 

Dr: M_ahathir Mohamad, a medica! practitioner with a private
practice m Kedah, was the most promment of a group of relatively 
roung UMNO intellectuals who believed that not enough was be­
mg done for the Malays. Another name mentioned in this con­
nection was Musa Hitam (later Datuk), who had recently been 
appointed as an Assistant Minister to Tun Abdul Razak. 

The 'Young Turks' worked closely with persons such as Tan Sri 
Ja'afar Albar and Tan Sri Syed Nasir, who were considered by 
many to belong to the 'ultras' camp. 18 Both the 'Young Turks' 
and the 'ultras' were reported to be anti-Tunku Abdul Rahman 
and h�s supporters, and as Malay nationalists they had a reputation 
for bemg uncompromising towards non-Malays. 

At this time, a lecturer in Malay Studies at the University of 
Malaya, Raja Mukhtaruddin Dain, came to notice for cir­
culating a leaflet entitled 'Message to the Malays', which was ban­
ned under the Internal Security Act, together with the other 
documents referred to above, for fear of exacerbating a situation 
which was already tense, and which could easily lead to a further 
outbreak of violence. 

It was clear that some UMNO members wanted to impose one­
party rule and exclude the Chinese completely from the govern­
ment. 

It was just as well for the Chinese that all these pressures were 
resisted. Dr. Mahathir was expelled from UMNO for breach of 
party discipline, Musa Hitam was dismissed from his post as assis­
tant minister, and sent on 'study leave' to Britain, and the police 
held the university students in check. 19 

'The ultras believe in the wild and fantastic theory of absolute 
dominion by one race over the other communities regardless of 
the Constitution', Tun (Dr.) Ismail said over Television Malaysia 
on 2 August 1969. 'The moderates under the leadership of the 
Tunku firmly hold the view that in the Malaysian multiracial 
society, such a theory is not just a harmless pipe dream but an ex­
tremely dangerous fantasy. 

'Polarization has taken place in Malaysian politics and the ex­
treme racialists among the ruling party are making a desperate 
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bid to topple the present leadership. 
'I must warn the extremists and others as well, that if the anti­

Tunku campaigns or activities are carried out in such a manner 
... as to cause undue fear and alarm among members of any com­
munity ... I will not hesitate to exercise my powers under the law 
against those responsible .... '20 

Then the Tunku lambasted the 'ultras' and extremists in no 
uncertain fashion. 'Firstly I am a Malay,' he said, 'and naturally 
I am their leader. But I have to see to the interests of the non­
Malays too. We just cannot throw them into the sea. '21 

The turning point came when the General Officer Comman­
ding, Peninsular Malaysia, took an oath on 2 August 1969 on 
behalf of his officers and men to pledge loyalty to and support 
for the Tunku and his government. 22 

This may well have saved the day both for the Tunku and his 
supporters (as well as the Chinese), because at that time, when 
parliament was suspended and a state of emergency had been 
declared, in the final analysis, power rested with the military, and 
whoever controlled the military, controlled the country. 

The Tunku survived as a multiracial symbol, and a positive 
step was made to patch up the differences between the three main 
races making up Malaysia, by the establishment of three new in­
stitutions. In July 1969, National Goodwill Councils came into ex­
istence all over Malaysia with various local committees. The presi­
dent was the Tunku who started a six-week, nation-wide tour by 
visiting Penang, where the state government was in the hands of 
Gerakan, with Dr Lim Chong Eu as chief minister. Malays, 
Chinese and Indians could talk to each other a�ain and a start
was made to restore an intercommunal dialogue. 2 

In January 1970, the Department of National Unity and the 
National Consultative Council came into being; they were more 
formal and had official links with the NOC.24 The National Con­
sultative Council was foreshadowed in the National Operations 
Council's Report wherein it was stated that 'it is intended after 
the publication of this Report to invite representatives of various 
groups in the country - political, religious, economic and others 
- to serve on a Consultative Council, where issues affecting our
national unity will be discussed fully and frankly .... •is

Its task was to determine 'permanent solutions to our racial 
problems to ensure that the May 1g tragedy does not recur'.16 It 
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met periodically over the next eighteen months. 
In some ways, the National Consultative Council was the alter 

ego of parliament, which was waiting in the wings, and it was by no 
means certain that when parliament was reconvened the NCC 
would necessarily disappear (see below). 

It was a multiracial body consisting of 65 members represen­
ting federal and state governments, political parties (with the ex­
ception of DAP and Party Rakyat), and functional groups, who 
were encouraged to speak frankly on matters of national _impor­
tance such as racial issues and national unity. 

The NOC Report had already pointed out the way Sino-Malay 
friction could be met. 'Citizens of this country,' it said, 'especially 
those who became citizens by virtue of the provisions that started 
with the Federation of Malaya Agreement, 1948, leading to the 
Merdeka Constitution, 1957, should understand the significance 
of the entrenched provisions of the Constitution. Malaysians, 
despite their ethnic origins, should appreciate the potential and 
distinctiveness of their country. The guidelines will be provided 
by the newly-formed Department of National Unity and the 
National Operations Council. '27 

The intention to prepare guidelines in the shape of a national 
ideology was announced by Tan Sri Ghazali in mid-July 1969. 
The drafting was done by the Department of National Unity 
headed by Ghazali, and the final draft was submitted to the Na­
tional Consultative Council for approval. 28 

On 31 August 1970, the thirteenth anniversary of Merdeka, the 
Yang di-Pertuan Agong formally promulgated the statement of 
national ideology which was called the Rukunegara. While 'rukun' 
certainly has Islamic undertones about it, and may be translated 
as 'fundamental doctrine, commandment, or essential part of a 
religion', as brought out by Means and Milne and Mauzy,29 it is 
indeed very appropriate in the context of interracial relations, as 
it means, too, 'quiet and peaceful', 'like the ideal relationship of 
friendship', 'without quarrel or strife', and 'united in purpose 
while mutually helping each other'. 30 'Negara' means nation. 

As the Malaysian government intends to use the Rukunegara as 
the basic model for its strategy to bring about national unity, and 
the principles enunciated in it are meant to serve as a bond to 
bind together the various strands of Malaysia's multiracial socie­
ty, it may be of interest to reproduce it here: 
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'Our Nation, MALAYSIA, is dedicated -
To achieving a greater unity for all her peoples; 
To maintaining a democratic way of life; 
To creating a just society in which the wealth of the nation shall be 

equitably distributed; 
To ensuring a liberal approach to her rich and diverse cultural traditions; 
To building a progressive society which shall be orientated to modern 

science and technology. 
We, her peoples, pledge our united efforts to attain these ends guided by 

these principles -
Belief in God (Kepercayaan kepada Tuhan) 
Loyalty to King and Country (Kesetiaan kepada Raja dan Negara) 
Upholding the Constitution (Keluhuran Perlembagaan) 
Rule of Law (Kedaulatan Undang-undang) 
Good Behaviour and Morality (Kesopanan dan Kesusilaan).' 

The following commentary elucidating the meaning of these 
five principles accompanied the declaration: 

Islam is the official religion of the Federation. Other religions and beliefs 
may be practised in peace and harmony and there shall be no discrimina­

tion against any citizen on the gi:ound of religion. 

2 The loyalty that is expected of every citizen is that he must be faithful and 

bear true allegiance to His Majesty the Yang di-Pertuan Agong .... 

3 It is the duty of a citizen to respect and appreciate the letter, the spirit and 
the historical background of the Constitution. This historical background 
led to such provisions as those regarding the position of ... the Rulers, the 
position of Islam as the official religion, the position of Malays and other 
Natives, the legitimate interests of other communities, and conferment of 
citizenship. It is the sacred duty of a citizen to defend and uphold the 
Constitution. 

4 Justice is founded upon the rule of law. Every citizen is equal before the 
law. Fundamental liberties are guaranteed to all citizens. These include 
liberty of the person, equal protection of the law, freedom of religion, 
rights of property and protection against banishment. The Constitution 
confers on a citizen the right of free speech, assembly and association and 
this right may be enjoyed freely subject only to limitations imposed by 
law. 

5 Individuals and groups shall conduct their affairs in such a manner as not 

to violate any of the accepted canon of behaviour which is arrogant or of­

fensive to the sensitivities of any group. No citizen should question the 
loyalty of another citizen on the ground that he belongs to a particular 
community. 51 
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In the circumstances, non-Malays could take heart that the 
Rukunegara steered a middle path through the tangled skein of 
Sino-Malay relations. A clear hint was given in it to Malay 'ultras' 
and racial extremists that they were not going to have things en­
tirely their own way, and that parliamentary democracy was to 
continue and a totalitarian form of government was not envisag­
ed. The Chinese were reassured that there would be no threat to 
their culture ('ensuring a liberal approach to her (Malaysia's) rich 
and diverse cultural traditions'), and the direction in which 
education would be pointed was indicated ('a progressive society 
which shall be oriented to modern science and technology'). 

The third principle, 'upholding the Constitution', made it 
clear that the Chinese would have to accept Malay as the national 
language and the sole official language, as well as accept the 
'special position' of the bumiputras and the legitimate interests of 
other communities. However, the fifth principle was in favour of 
the Chinese - 'no citizen should question the loyalty of another 
citizen on the ground that he belongs to a particular community'. 

The Rukunegara was supported by all legal political parties, 
and its principles became widely known and were often referred 
to and quoted. 

At the time of the promulgation of the Rukunegara, Tunku 
Abdul Rahman had announced that he intended to retire from 
the premiership which he had held since independence, and on 
22 September 1970 he fom1ally submitted his resignation to the 
Yang di-Pertuan Agong, and Tun Abdul Razak assumed office. 

At the same time that he had announced his retirement, the 
Tunku had remarked on the government's intention to lift the 
suspension on parliament and the various state legislatures in 
February 1971. 

Tun Razak appointed Tun (Dr.) Ismail as Deputy Prime 
Minister, and Datuk Hussein Onn, who was his brother-in-law, 
left his private law practice at Tun Razak's request to serve the 
nation as Minister of Education. The MCA abandoned its deci­
sion not to participate in the government, and Tun Tan Siew Sin 
returned as Minister of Finance. 52 

Once again the Alliance Party was at the helm, made up as 
before of three communal parties, UMNO, the MCA and the 
MIC, although it was now geared toward a new strategy to meet 
the interrelated problems of the economic deprivation of the 
Malays and the hostility and ill-feeling which was keeping the 
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Malays and Chinese apart. 
The ban on party politics was withdrawn but only after the 

NOC, with the full support of the National Consultative Council, 
amended the Sedition Act to make it an offence to question 
publicly the powers and privileges of the Yang di-Pertuan Agong 
or the Malay rulers, the citizenship law, the use of Malay as the 
sole national and official language, the 'special position' and rights 
of the bumzputras, and the status of Islam as the state religion. 33 

On 23 February 1971, the new parliament was opened, mark­
ing the end of twenty months of rule by NOC decree. The new 
prime minister, Tun Abdul Razak, addressed the Dewan Rakyat 
as follows: 

'Mr Speaker, we meet today some twenty months late. I regret 
this as much as any Member of this House, but we all know why 
this had to be. The disturbances of May 1969 mark the darkest 
period in our national history ... Today life has generally return­
ed to normal ... (but) if we do not take precautions now, we shall 
stand condemned before our people as failing in our duty .... ' 

Tun Abdul Razak opined that the only way to avoid a recur­
rence of the trouble was to restructure the whole economy so as to 
eradicate poverty for all Malaysians, irrespective of race, and to 
correct racial economic imbalance by increasing the participation 
of bumzputras in the economic life of the country. 34 

Tun Razak made it quite clear that the return to parliamen­
tary government was contingent upon parliament passing the 
Constitution (Amendment) Bill which was designed to confirm 
the NOC decree amending the Sedition Act which made it an of­
fence to discuss publicly 'sensitive racial issues', and not only that, 
but to remove parliamentary privilege in regard to the discussion 
of these topics both at federal and state levels. 

The Constitution (Amendment) Bill also granted additional 
power to the Yang di-Pertuan Agong to direct post-secondary in­
stitutions to reserve certain proportions of places for Malays in 
selected courses of study where the numbers of Malays were 
disproportionately small, such as medicine, engineering and 
soence. 

After several days of debate - the MCA supported the Bill but 
it was opposed by the DAP and the PPP - the amendments to 
the constitution were passed by the Dewan Rakyat by a vote of 
126 to 17. The other House, the Dewan Negara (Senate), passed 
it unanimously. 35 
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With the resumption of parliamentary rule, the NOC con­
tinued as the National Security Council, under the leadership 
of Prime Minister Tun Abdul Razak. The National Consultative 
Council and the National Goodwill Council were amalgamated to 
form a new multiracial advisory body called the 'National Unity 
Council'. This new council had the task of advising the prime 
minister on the sensitive racial issues, which were banned from 
parliamentary and public debate, and undertaking research in 
race rdations. 

In a sense, the new ,economic policy announced by Tun Abdul 
Razak at the opening of Parliament was not entirely new. It will 
be recollected that General Templer, soon after his arrival as 
High Commissioner of the Federation of Malaya in February 
1952, had made reference to the necessity for the Malays 'to play 
a full part in the economic life of the country' (see Chapter Six). 
However, for the most part, in the First Malaysia Plan 1966-70,

the adjusting of the economic balance between the Malay and 
Chinese communities was thought of in terms of developing the 
rural areas of the country, where most of the Malays were found, 
as opposed to the urban areas, which were predominantly 
Chinese settlements and schemes for land settlements benefiting 
the Malays were thereupon devised by the government or quasi­
government organizations mentioned in Chapter Six, such as 
FELDA, RIDA and MARA. 

Nevertheless, it was reasoned that the efforts of these bodies 
were inadequate, and that too little was being done for the 
Malays, otherwise the Malays would not have been still labouring 
under a sense of economic deprivation which led to the 13 May 
1969 riots, 56 and it was with this in mind that a new economic 
development plan, the Second Malaysz"a Plan 1971-1975

(SMP) was drawn up, and published on 25 June 1971, with 
further details and statistics being provided in the Mid-Term 
Revz"ew of the Second Malaysz"a Plan 1971-1975, published on 
20 November 1973. It was followed in 1976 by the Third Malaysia 
Plan 1976-1980. 

The aims of the New Economic Policy (NEP) were given in the 
introduction of the SMP. 'The Plan incorporates a two-pronged 
New Economic Policy for development. The first prong is to 
reduce and eventually eradicate poverty, by raising income levels 
and increasing employment opportunities for all Malaysians, ir­
respective of race. The second prong aims at accelerating the pro-
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cess of restructuring Malaysian society to correct economic im­
balance, so as to reduce and eventually eliminate the identifica­
tion of race with economic function. This process involves the 
modernisation of rural life, a rapid and balanced growth of ur­
ban activities and the creation of a Malay commercial and in­
dustrial community in all categories and at all levels of operation, 
so that Malays and other indigenous people will become full part­
ners in all respects of the economic life of the nation. '37 

The 'first prong' of the NEP was to be achieved by comprehen­
sive policies of economic growth and development which would 
improve the lot of all Malaysians, regardless of race. But, in prac­
tice, most of the specific measures to be taken for the eradication 
of poverty affected the Malays, either in agriculture or in assisting 
their movement from the traditional to the modem sector of the 
economy. 

The strategy to be adopted for the 'second prong', that is, the 
restructuring of Malaysian society to correct economic im­
balance, was more far-reaching as it covered a wide range of pro­
grammes to enable bumiputras to participate in the dynamic 
sectors of the economy. 

The Mid- Term Review stated that there would be an increased 
scale of activities in agriculture and rural development, com­
merce and industry, transport and the social sectors. '8 

With reference to restructuring wealth ownership (see Appen­
dix 6 ), foreign interests accounted for 60 per cent of the total 
share capital in the corporate sector, and Chinese ownership ac­
counted for about 22 per cent or just under 60 per cent of the 
total Malaysian share. In industries in which foreign interests 
were not supreme, Chinese ownership of share capital topped the 
list amounting to between 40 - 50 per cent. Bumiputra owner­
ship of share capital, on the other hand, was a mere 2 per 
cent of the overall total. 

The target laid down to achieve a more balanced pattern in the 
ownership of assets in all sectors of the economy was that within a 
period of 20 years, bumiputras would own and manage at least 30 
per cent of the total commercial and industrial activities of the 
economy in all categories and scales of operations, as related in 
Chapter Six. 

There was great difficulty in finding sufficient bumiputra 
capital to take up the shares, but the government proposed to 
overcome this by acquiring shares directly by government institu · 
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tions and holding them in trust for bumiputras until they were in 
a position to purchase them with their own capital. 59 

It was decided that the employment pattern at all levels should 
reflect more closely the racial composition of the population (see 
Appendix 1). For most industries, a 40 per cent quota figure 
was set for the employment of Malay staff although this ob­
viously depended on the availability of suitably trained and 
qualified Malay personnel. 40 

Manufacturing was to be the command sector in the expansion 
of the Malaysian economy, and special attention was to be paid to 
the creation of a Malay commercial and industrial community. 41 

The government's policy was to 'bring industry to the Malays' 
rather than the other way round, and labour intensive industrial 
projects which provided new employment opportunities in the 
rural areas were to be started. 42 These 'growth poles' in the rural
areas were to be enhanced by the provision of such amenities as 
schools, housing, electricity, medical centres, transportation and 
communications. 

The prime minister appealed to Malays to go into business and 
not necessarily to aim at 'safe', comfortable jobs in government 
service, and to pay more attention to science and technology, 
while not departing from the tenets of their faith. 43 

It was hoped to bring into being a Malay enti:epreneurial com­
munity 'within one generation' and, as an incentive, bumiputra 
contractors were assured of being granted at least a certain 
percentage of government and quasi-government contracts. 44 

But by 1970, the number of bumiputras in the commercial sec­
tor was still disappointingly small and amounted to only around 
24 per cent of the total number of persons employed, and a Sino­
Malay Economic Cooperation Advisory Board which was set up 
soon after the 13 May 1969 racial riots to encourage joint ventures 
between Chinese and Malay businessmen came to nothing. 45 

It seemed that in joint Sino-Malay business ventures, the Malay 
partner was often inclined to assume the role of a 'sleeping part­
ner', with his participation limited to obtaining licences, quotas 
or tenders from the government, and allowing his Chinese part­
ner to take over from there and run the business. This was known 
as an 'Ali-Baba' operation: 'Ali' standing for the Malay and 
'Baba' for the Chinese. 

Actually, this was quite understandable, as there were very few 
Malays with business experience and know-how, who felt at home 
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in the world of finance and business, as traditionally Malays at­
tached greater prestige to working in the government sector, even 
though it might be only as a clerical worker or a peon ( office­
boy ). 

The government or quasi-government agencies and corpora­
tions had a more important function to perform in the NEP than 
they had under the First Malaysia Plan, and the Mid-Term 
Revz'ew of the Second Malaysia Plan is replete with acronyms such 
as MARA (Majlis Amanah Ra 'ayat or Council of Trust for the In­
digenous People), PERNAS (Perbadanan Nasional or State 
Trading Corporation), UDA (Urban Development Authority) 
and SEDC (State Economic Development Corporation). All these 
bodies were formed by the government to assist and to guide 
bumiputras to play a fuller part in the economic life of post-13 
May 1969 Malaysia, and were all part of the grand strategy 'to 
restructure Malaysian society' in order 'to correct racial economic 
imbalance', in the context of an expanding economy, and 'to 
reduce and .eventually eliminate the identification of race with 
economic function'. 46 

The long-term plan was to hand over the business enterprises 
started by these agencies to bumiputras, although when and how 
this would be effected was not made clear in the SMP. In this con­
nection, it will be recollected that by 1971 MARA had formed 
and handed over some bus services to Malay concerns (see 
Chapter Six). 

Education as a 'tool for restructuring society' was another mat­
ter accorded priority in the SMP. Mention has been made earlier 
of the Constitution (Amendment) Bill which gave the paramount 
ruler power to direct universities and other institutions of higher 
learning to admit more bumzputras, even though their educ a -
tional qualifications might be lower than that of non-Malay can­
didates, especially in the fields of medicine, engineering and 
science. However, there were problems. While the University of 
Malaya at Kuala Lumpur was able to expand its physical facilities 
to take in the increased enrolment, Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia (National University of Malaysia) and Universiti 
Sains Malaysia, did not have either sufficient facilities or teachers 
to do so. There were 8,052 students at the University of Malaya in 
the 1970-1 session. Of these 1,363 were in Science, 631 in 
Medicjne, 392 in Engineering and 324 in Agriculture. Uni­
versiti Sains, Penang, began with an intake of 60 science students 
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in 1969 and by 1970-1 the enrolment had increased to 262.47 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia was established in May 1970 
with an intake of 191 students. It was the first university in the 
country to use Malay as the medium of instruction. 48 

With the reconvening of parliament on 23 February 1971, it 
appeared to be tacitly accepted by both Malays and Chinese that to 
question the assumptions of the NEP would only open old wounds 
and, in any case, the government repeatedly emphasized that in 
the implementation of the NEP it would ensure that 'no par­
ticular group will experience any loss or feel any sense of depriva­
tion'. 49 This had to be· accepted at its face value and a chance 
given to see whether the new strategies to promote national unity 
would work. 

What of the position then, of the Chinese after the bloody 13 
May 1969 disturbances? The 'bargain' which had been entered 
into by the MCA and UMNO prior to independence in 1957 aim­
ed at creating a balance which would be adhered to by both 
Chinese and Malays. This had been shattered during the 13 May 
1969 riots. What are the prospects of the two main communities 
in Malaysia working out a modus vivendz"-1 There are many bar­
riers which have persisted since the Chinese first started to im­
migrate to Malaya in large numbers in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. For instance, they do not share a common 
history, heritage or culture, and even their language, dress, food, 
daily habits, religious beliefs and economic pursuits are different. 
They do not 'dream the same dreams'. 

By 1971, it appeared that there were three options open to the 
Chinese in a Malayan-Malaysia. They could be assimilated, 
depending on whether they agreed to tum themselves into 
Malays, or they could be integrated into Malaysian society to 
form a suku (literally 'a quarter' or 'a group'), that is, a Chinese­
Malaysian and not a Malaysian-Chinese suku, which would never­
theless be part of the racial mosaic making up Malaysia, in the 
same way that Malaysia includes the separate ethnic groups of 
Sabah and Sarawak, such as, the Melanaus, lbans (Sea Dayaks), 
Land Dayaks, Dusuns, Muruts and Bajaus. Or they could remain 
separate and outside the mainstream of Malaysian life, in which 
case further friction could be expected which would inevitably 
lead to further outbreaks of racial violence, and perhaps rend 
the country asunder. 

It appears unlikely that the Chinese will accept the first option, 
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bearing in mind their intense pride in their culture. Even in 
Thailand where the Chinese and Thais come from the same 
stock, and there are no religious barriers between the two races, 
assimilation is by no means complete. In any case, in Malaysia, 
Islam would present an insuperable obstacle, since there can be 
no compromise over this, and it constitutes the main reason why 
Malaysia, with its multiracial society, has not become the 
melting pot of Asia. The third option is unthinkable, and even 
the most chauvinistic Chinese realizes that it would not be possi · 
ble for the Chinese to remain as a separate enclave in a Malay­
oriented Malaysia. 

Integration would therefore seem to offer the best solution, 50 and 
it would be quite acceptable in the context of the Rukunegara 

where, as has been noted earlier, reference has been made to 
Malaysia's 'rich and diverse cultural traditions'. Also, the NEP, if 
it is accepted to mean what it says, makes it quite clear that the 
government 'will spare no efforts to promote national unity and 
develop a just and progressive Malaysian society in a rapidly ex­
panding economy so that no one will experience any loss or feel 
any sense of deprivation of his rights, privileges, income, job or 
opportunity'. 51 

Meanwhile, while the frequent verbal battles between the two 
main component parties of the ruling political alliance, namely, 
UMNO and MCA, must indeed give rise to widespread anxiety, 
there is no doubt that the government's language and education 
policies provide the key to the problem. Although they were 
initially finnly resisted by the Chinese, if they come to be 
accepted, they will eventually result in producing Chinese­
Malaysians52 educated through the medium of Bahasa Malaysia 
( the national language) and having a Malaysian outlook, even 
though this may take some years to achieve, and the way ahead 
may be tortuous. 
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Appendix 1 

RACIAL COMPOSITION OF MALAYA FROM 1835 TO 1970 

BY PERCENT AGES 

Racial Group 1835 1884 1921 1931 1947 1957 1965 1970 

Malays 85.9 63.9 54.0 49.2 49.5 49.8 50.1 53.2 

Chinese 7. 7 29.4 29.4 33.9 38.4 37.2 36.8 35.4 

Indians 15.1 15.1 10.8 11.3 11.1 10.6 

Others 6.3 6.7 1.5 1.8 1.3 1.8 2.0 0.8 

Source: Compiled from Alvin Rabushka, Race and Politics in Urban Malaya, p. 21, 
and S. Husin Ali, Malay Peasant Society and Leadership, p. 23. 

NOTES: 

The figures for 1921, 1931, 1947, 1957, 1965 and 1970 refer to Peninsular 
Malaysia only. 
The category 'Malays' includes all persons of Malay, Indonesian or aboriginal 
ethnic origin. 
Pakistanis and Ceylonese are counted with 'Indians'. 
The figures given for 'Others' in 1835 and 1884 are made up mainly of Indians 
and Pakistanis. 
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Appendix 4 

PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS: SEATS WON AND VOTES POLLED BY PARTIES (TOTAL) 

Parties 

l. Alliance
UMNO
MCA
MIC

2. Democratic Action Party

Malay Candidates
Non-Malay Candidates

3. Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia

Malay Candidates
Non-Malay Candidates

4. People's Progressive Party

Malay Candidates
Non-Malay Candidates

5. Pan-Malayan Islamic

Party

6. Parti Rakyat
7. Independents

Parties 

8. Socialist Front
Malay Candidates
Non-Malay Candidates

9. United Democratic Party
Malay Candidates
Non-Malay Candidates

10. Parti Negara
11. Malayan Party

1959 

52 
19 
3 

74 

n.a. 
n.a. 

n.a. 
n.a. 

4 

4 

13 

1959 

1 
7 

8 

n.a. 

n.a. 

104 

3 

Seats Won 

1964 

59 
27 
3 

89 

1 
l 

n.a. 
n.a. 

2 

2 

9 

Seats Won 

1964 

2 

2 

104 

1969 

51 

13 
2 

66 

13 

13 

1 
7 
8 

4 
4 

12 

1969 

n.a. 
n.a. 

n.a. 
n.a. 

n.a. 
n.a. 

103• 

1959 

70 
31 
3 

104 

n.a. 
n.a. 

n.a. 
n.a. 

-

1 
18 
19 

58 

27 

1959 

11 
27 
38 

n.a. 
n.a. 

9 
2 

257 

Seats Contested 

1964 

68 
33 

3 
104 

11 
11 

n.a. 
n.a. 

l 
8 
9 

52 

8 

Seats Contested 

1964 

30 
33 
63 

8 
19 
27 
4 

278 

0Election in 1 constituency postponed. 
60.09 per cent of total polled by United Malaysian Chinese Organization in Negri Sembilan. 
n.a. = Not applicable 

Source: R.K.Vasil, The Malaysian General Election of 1969, p. 85. 

Votes polled - % of the total 

1969 1959 1964 1969 

67 35.94 38.14 33.67 

33 14.82 18.68 13.50 

3 1.02 1.55 1.24 

103 51.78 58.37 48.41 

l n.a. 0.32 

23 n.a. 2.06 13.41 

24 2.06 13. 73 

3 n.a. n.a. 2.14 

11 n.a. n.a. 6.43 

14 8.57 

0.04 0.06 

6 6.26 3.59 3.87 

6 6.30 3.65 3.87 

59 21.27 14.45 23.75 

5 1.24 

2 4.76 0.66 0.34 

Votes polled - % of the total 

1969 1959 1964 1969 

n:a. 2.86 6.02 n.a. 

n.a. 10.06 10.13 n.a. 

12.92 16.15 

n.a. n.a. 0.56 n.a. 

n.a. n.a. 3.74 n.a. 
4.30 

n.a. 2.11 0.36 n.a. 

n.a. 0.86 - n.a.

213 100.00 100.00 99.91 b 

s: 
� 

"' 

IQ 
(.JO 



Appendz"x 5 
STATE ELECTIONS: SEATS WON AND VOTES POLLED BY PARTIES (TOTAL) 

Seats Won Seats Contested Votes polled - % of the total 

Parties 1959 1964 1969 1959 1964 1969 1959 1964 1969 

I. Alliance 
UMNO 140 164 133 191 189 187 36.98 37.70 33 .50 

MCA 59 67 26 78 82 80 16.29 17 .39 12 .71 

MIC 7 10 3 13 11 10 2.25 2.53 1.74 

206 241 162 282 282 277 55.52 57.62 47.95 

2. Democratic Action Party 
Malay Candidates n.a. 2 n.a . 9 n.a. 1.28 

Non-Malay Candidates n.a. 29 n .a . 15 48 n.a . 0 .90 10.48 

31 15 57 0.90 11.76 

3. Gcrakan Rakyat Malaysia 
Malay Candidates n.a n.a. 2 n.a. n.a. 9 n.a . n .a. 0.97 

Non-Malay Candidates n.a. n .a . 24 n .a. n .a . 28 n.a. n.a. 7.81 

26 37 - 8.78 

4. People's Progressive Party 
Malay Candidates 1 l 4 3 2 0 .64 0 .21 0'.~0 

Non -Malay Candidates 7 5 11 35 23 14 5.11 4.30 4.49 

8 5 12 39 26 16 5.75 4.51 4.79 

5. Pan-Malayan Islamic 
Party 43 25 40 200 158 179 20.80 15 .25 22 .80 

6. Parti Rakyat a a 3 a a 37 a a 1.53 

7. Independents 5 3 76 39 38 3.61 1.09 2 .29 

Seats Won Seats Contested Votes polled - % of the total 

Parties 1959 1964 1969 1959 1964 1969 1959 1964 1969 

8. Socialist Front 
Malay Candidates 1 n.a 76 77 n.a. 3.76 4.83 n.a. 

Non-Malay Candidates 15 7 n.a. 48 90 n.a. 5.95 11.47 n .a. 

16 7 124 167 9.71 16.30 

9. United Democratic Party 
Malay Candidates n.a. n .a. n .a . 28 n.a . n .a . 1.01 n.a . 
Non-Malay Candidates n.a . 4 n.a. n .a . 36 n.a. n.a. 2.93 n.a. 

4 64 3.94 
10. Parti Negara 4 n .a. 96 17 n.a. 4 .29 0.39 n.a. 
ll. Malayan Party n.a. 6 0.32 n.a. n.a. 

282 282 277 823 768 641 100.00 100.00 99.90b 

• During 1959 and 1965 Parti Rakyat was a member of the Socialist Front and therefore 
votes polled by it are included in the Socialist Front vote. 
b0.10 per cent of the total polled by the United Malaysian Chinese Organization in Negri 
Sembilan . 
n.a. = Not applicable 

Source : R.K. Vasil, The Malaysian General Election of 1969, p. 73 . 
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Appendix 8 

COMPOSITION OF THE URBAN POPULATION, 

PENINSULAR MALAYSIA, 1970 

Race 

Chinese 

Malays 

Indians 

Others 

Total 

Urban Population 

1,479,000 

699,000 

324,000 

28,000 

2,530,000 

Per Cent 

58 

28 

13 

100 

Source: Ooijin-Bee, Peninsular Malaysia, p. 171. 
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Appendz'x 9

RACIAL COMPOSITION OF THE MAJOR TOWNS* 
OF PENINSULAR MALAYSIA, I 970 

Racial Composition (per cent) 

Name of Town Population Malays Chinese Indians Others 

I. Kuala Lumpur 452,000 25 55 19 

2. Georgetown 269,000 14 72 13 

3. lpoh 248,000 13 72 14 l 

4. Johore Bahru 136,000 50 39 8 3 

5. Klang 114,000 21 58 20 l 

6. Petaling Jaya 93,000 20 63 14 3 

7. Malacca 87.000 15 75 7 3 

8. Seremban 81,000 21 59 19 

9. Alor Star 66,000 40 48 II 

10. Muar 61,000 37 59 4 

11. Butterworth 61.000 24 59 16 

12. Kota Bharu 55,000 68 29 2 

13. Taiping 55,000 23 58 18 

14. Kuala Trengganu 53,000 82 16 2 

15. Batu Pahat 53,000 30 66 4 

16. Telok Anson 45,000 23 59 18 

17. Kuantan 43,000 41 49 9 

18. Kluang 43,000 28 62 10 

19. Sungei Petani 36,000 28 55 17 

20. Jinjang 27,000 I 98 

21. Bukit Mertajam 27,000 10 88 12 

22. Kampar 27,000 9 78 13 

23. Ayer Hitam 26,000 10 80 10 

24. Bentong 23,000 15 78 7 

25. Kajang 22,000 19 67 14 

26. Sungei Siput North 21,000 10 70 20 

*'Major towns' are here defined as those with a population of over 20,000. 

Source: OoiJin-Bee, Peninsular Malaysia, p. 164. 
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Appendix 10 

�-:::::::::::: 
� 

LU""'- Ill•-"'< �t 
Malays form majority (but less than 60%) '-~-----�____,-...,.._,__,._...,,._...,,.__,.__,.__,-..i..1

1vib/-�C'.l.J.Jt� 
� '- _, 

of POPULATION in 

MALAYA, 1970 

Malays form more than 60% 

Chinese form majority 
No community forms majority, but non­
Malays outnumber Malays 

�SINGAPORE:::::: 

Adapted from Alvin Rabushka, Race and Politics in Urban Malaya. 
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Appendix 11 

POPULATION GROWTH IN PENINSULAR MALAYSIA 

BY ETHNIC GROUPS 1931-1971 

POPULATION 
rooo1 

5000 

�500-

4000-

3500-

3000-

2500-

2000-
••

• 

•
• 

• 
• 

•••
•• 

••
• 

••
• 

••
• 

Chinese 
•••••• 

••
•••••

•• 

••
• 

•
◄ 

••
••••

••
•

1500- : 

: 
1000-

_1:�,:�: and P::istanis ·-••·•·••••••••••••••· 
--------

500-ii-------
---

Others 

I I I I I 7 1 I I I I I I I I I I I I 
1931 47 50 53 55 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 

YEAR (AS AT 31 DECEMBER) 

Source: Malaysia Year Book, 1978. 
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