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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.

(/\_/\-/\-"-’/“N‘/
—=

(Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra)
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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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I am particularly indebted to Dr. Mary Turnbull, Professor
Peter Harris, Dr. Leigh Wright, Professor Khoo Kay Kim, Profes-
sor Syed Hussein Alatas, Dr. Chandra Muzaffar, Dennis Blood-
worth and Leonard Rayner for help in various ways.

I would also like to record my indebtedness to Rupert
Emerson’s classic study, Malaysia, A Study in Direct and Indirect
Rule, and other works listed in the Bibliography, without which
this book could not have been written.
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Introduction

This small volume is an attempt to chronicle the long road to the
13 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 closing 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 zpso
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 com-
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.!

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.?
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 com-
memorated there in its deified form as Sam-po-kong.* One of his
secretaries, Fei Sin, writing in 1436, reported that there were
some people of Chinese descent living there,* 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.°

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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