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Red Star Over Malaya is an account of the inter-racial relations between Malays and Chinese
during the final stages of the Japanese occupation. In 1947, none of the three major race of
Malaya - Malays, Chinese, and Indians - regarded themselves as pan-ethnic "Malayans" with
common duties and problems. With the occupation forcibly cut them off from China, Chinese
residents began to look inwards towards Malaya and stake political claims, leading inevitably to
a political contest with the Malays. As the country advanced towards nationhood and self-
government, there was tension between traditional loyalties to the Malay rulers and the states, or
to ancestral homelands elsewhere, and the need to cultivate an enduring loyalty to Malaya on
the part of those who would make their home there in future. As Japanese forces withdrew from
the countryside, the Chinese guerrillas of the communist-led resistance movement, the Malayan
People's Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA), emerged from the jungle and took control of some 70
per cent of the country's smaller towns and villages, seriously alarming the Malay population.
When the British Military Administration sought to regain control of these liberated areas, the
ensuing conflict set the tone for future political conflicts and marked a crucial stage in the history
of Malaya. Based on extensive archival research, Red Star Over Malaya provides a riveting
account of the way the Japanese occupation reshaped colonial Malaya, and of the tension-filled
months that followed Japan's surrender. This book is fundamental to an understanding of social
and political developments in Malaysia during the second half of the 20th century.
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LondonNOTE ON MALAY SPELLING AND CURRENCYThroughout this book I have adopted
the new Malay spelling, or ejaan baru. Johor is spelt in the Malay way without the letter e at the
end of the word.Unless otherwise specified, the currency referred to is the Malayan dollar, which
was worth sterling 2s.4d. during the prewar period.NOTE ON SPELLING OF CHINESE
LANGUAGE SCRIPTThe Romanized spelling of the Chinese language characters in the text
was originally done according to the Wade-Giles system. It has been retained in this
edition.PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITIONI would like to thank the publisher NUS Press for
allowing me to revise and update Red Star Over Malaya for the fourth edition. Since the original
work was completed more than 30 years ago, much new research material have become
available on many aspects of the topic. Scholars now have greater access to official and private
sources relating to the Malayan Communist Party and its wartime resistance movement since
the party ended its armed struggle in 1989. In the last two decades published memoirs and
stories of wartime experiences in the Japanese occupation have also helped to fill in the gaps
and clarify important questions on the roles and policies of the Japanese military administration,
Mountbatten’s Force 136, the KMM and the MCP who were all key players involved in the major
events described in the book. Of great value to researchers are the reminiscences of former
Japanese Kempeitai officials, Colonel Oishi and Major Onishi, the MCP leader, Chin Peng, and
the wartime Force 136 officer, John Davis, who now claims to be the British police case officer in
charge of Lai Tek, the MCP chief whose activities as a double agent have been revealed more
fully. In this edition I have incorporated a great deal of new information from the relevant
historical sources; however, there is still scanty information on the wartime inter-racial conflicts. It
remains a sensitive topic in Malaysia, and in Malaysian archives many files on the inter-racial
incidents are still “restricted”. Consequently, the topic has also attracted less academic research
in recent years. Several new studies on the postwar BMA period, however, have appeared,
based on recently opened records, and where relevant I have used them to bring readers up to
date on the latest research. I would like to take this opportunity to thank Yeo Kim Wah, John
Gullick, Simon Barraclough, and Anthony Stockwell who at different times reviewed the book,
and provided detailed and very useful comments.Cheah Boon Kheng10 August
2011FOREWORD TO THE THIRD EDITIONThe theme of Red Star Over Malaya is not the
Japanese occupation. Rather it is inter-racial conflicts between Malays and Chinese that
occurred during the final stages of the occupation, and the social unrest and breakdown of law
and order that occurred during a brief power vacuum at the end of the war. These conflicts came
to a climax during and after the post-surrender two-week interregnum that lasted from 15 August
to 3 September 1945. As the Japanese forces retreated into the big cities, the Chinese guerrillas
of the communist-led resistance movement, the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army



(MPAJA), came out of the jungle and took over some 70 per cent of the country’s smaller towns
and villages. The guerrillas’ bloody reprisals against those accused of collaboration, especially
Malay officials, policemen and village heads, created “a reign of terror”. In several parts of the
country Malays retaliated, and many Chinese died at the hands of bands of Malay religious
zealots who had sworn to wage a jihad against their enemies.The conflicts marked a crucial
turning point in Malaya’s nation-building history. The fighting ceased temporarily with the
reestablishment of law and order by the British armed forces in September, but it later resumed
and increased in intensity, continuing until March 1946. Then it came to an abrupt halt as the
Malays turned their attention to opposing the British Government’s constitutional plan for a
Malayan Union that aimed to end Malay political supremacy and grant equal citizenship rights
for the first time to qualified non-Malays in Malaya.In the inter-racial conflicts, Malays were
clearly the “victors”. They had successfully resisted and defeated a wartime armed communist
movement that was predominantly Chinese, and had tried to seize power in several parts of the
country. It was not long before they also won their campaign against the Malayan Union, forcing
the British Government to withdraw the plan. A Federation of Malaya that met many Malay
demands succeeded the Malayan Union, but the rights of non-Malays remained a contentious
issue. In the area of race relations the overall effects of the Japanese occupation were more
negative than positive.Red Star Over Malaya was also an attempt to write “autonomous” history.
My intention was to find a historical space not dominated by the European or Japanese imperial
power, in which the local people were the major actors. The aim was to achieve a neutral angle
of vision by giving as many sides of the inter-racial conflicts as possible through an examination
of the local actors who came into their own when Japanese authority collapsed. Red Star shows
that the post-surrender interregnum was a time of failed opportunities for the radical Malay
nationalists in the nationalist party, the Kesatuan Melayu Muda, and also for the Chinese
communists and guerrillas. Both groups tried to stake out paths to power and national
independence. Their failure is in sharp contrast to the success of the Indonesian nationalists
under Sukarno, and the Vietnamese communists under Ho Chi Minh, who succeeded in seizing
power at the end of the war. The Indonesian Revolution and the Vietnamese Revolution of 1945
were not the result of careful revolutionary planning, but spontaneous actions, due to a power
vacuum after the Japanese surrender. In Malaya, instead of a revolution, there was chaos and
inter-racial conflict. The Japanese became allies of the Malays and unwittingly made the
occupation both an opportunity and an arena for communal confrontation. With their defeat,
Japanese authority collapsed, and communal conflict turned into the first full-blown contest for
postwar Malaya. The communists hesitated to make a real bid for power, and concentrated more
on revenge, while the Malay radical nationalists were lost in confusion, and their major leaders
ultimately fled to Indonesia.The book presents a replay of epic violence and action at a given
moment of history, when humanity was pressurized by events and the end of war unleashed
uncontrollable social forces. It was a world turned upside down. Political terror, betrayal, racial
strife and bloodshed abounded, and it is presented here from the viewpoints of the main actors.



Given the sensitivity of the subject matter, I was glad that most reviewers of the first and second
editions have commented on the high degree of objectivity achieved in documenting the inter-
racial conflicts. It was most important to present a balanced account of the conflicts that could
contribute to an understanding of the events that shaped Malaya’s postwar politics and society. I
hope this third edition will continue to be read with pleasure and profit by all interested in the
subject of race relations.Cheah Boon KhengMalaysia, July 2003ACKNOWLEDGEMENTSThis
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John Funston, and Louis Siegel — helped me in many ways, both personal and professional. Dr
Siegel especially helped to locate several Chinese source materials regarding the MCP and
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during 1976–8 when I was at the A.N.U., and to John Davis, the former chief of Force 136 in
Malaya.The libraries of the Australian National University, the Universities of Malaya and
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Kuala Lumpur, and the Public Record Office, London, and to Soong Mun Wai and Encik Ibrahim
of the University of Malaya Library for their interest and help.The Visual Aids Section printed the
photographs and Keith Mitchell of the Cartographic Laboratory, Research School of Pacific
Studies, A.N.U., made the maps. Dr Voon Phin Keong of the Department of Geography,
University of Malaya, and Soong Mun Wai provided me with information on the mukim of Batu
Pahat and Muar, without which the maps for these areas could not have been done.I would also
like to take this opportunity to thank Mrs. Jean Marshall, wife of the late Mr. David Marshall,
former chief minister of Singapore, for showing me a three-page letter written to her by John
Davis (dated 17 March 1997) responding to points raised by former Force 136 member Tan
Chong Tee, who went with Davis on his second entry to Malaya in July 1943, as given in Tan
Chong Tee’s book, Force 136: Story of a World War II Resistance Fighter (Singapore: Asiapac
Books, 1995).1Chapter 2 was published in Southeast Asia Under Japanese Occupation, ed.
Alfred W. McCoy (Monograph no. 22, Yale University Southeast Asia Studies, 1980); and
Chapter 4 is a shortened version of an article entitled “The Japanese Occupation of Malaya,
1941–45: Ibrahim Yaacob and the Struggle for Indonesia Raya”, published in Indonesia, vol. 28
(Oct. 1979), Cornell Modern Indonesia Project. Permission to use them here is gratefully
acknowledged to Prof. James C. Scott and the Yale University Southeast Asia Studies Council
and to Dr Audrey Kahin and the editorial board of Indonesia. Finally, I would like to thank my wife
Ai Lin and son Lu Hsun for their understanding and forbearance during the difficult months of
writing when it was not yet possible to see the light at the end of the long dark
tunnel.INTRODUCTIONMy interest in the post-Japanese surrender interregnum in Malaya was
first aroused while I was an undergraduate at the University of Malaya in 1969. Dr Anthony Reid
taught a course on new approaches to the study of Indonesian history and introduced students
to John Smail’s stimulating work, Bandung in the Early Revolution: A Study in the Social History
of the Indonesian Revolution (1964). Smail attempted to reconstruct the story of the Indonesian
revolution based mainly on the oral accounts of Indonesians in Bandung. It inspired me to
attempt a similar type of study in Malayan history. The only Malayan equivalent to his Bandung
period, it seemed to me, was the post-surrender interregnum.In May 1969, too, occurred the
race riots in peninsular Malaysia (or West Malaysia), described by local and foreign newspapers
of that time as the worst riots the country had ever experienced. The little knowledge I had then
about inter-racial conflicts during the post-surrender interregnum of 1945 led me to believe that
there were similarities with 1969. If so, why had the May 1969 riots occurred? Had people
forgotten the lessons of 1945? In 1969 there was the similar phenomenon of the Malay martial
and “invulnerability cults” in the countryside. In the urban centres, other racial groups had begun
to put emphasis on the martial arts too — karate, judo, and the kung tow. The government did all
it could to restrict discussion of the causes of the May 1969 riots in the mass media, on the
principle that the less said about the episode the better for the country.When I undertook
postgraduate research on the post-surrender interregnum in 1975, I began to realize that my
earlier expectations regarding the project were somewhat ambitious. I found I had one year to do



fieldwork, which had to be divided between seven months in the archives in London and Tokyo
and five months for working in the archives and conducting interviews in Malaysia. While I
succeeded in collecting a great deal of relevant archival materials and research data, including
private papers in London and Tokyo, I found that the five months left for research and interviews
in Malaysia were insufficient to do the type of study brilliantly accomplished by Smail. He had
spent two and a half years on fieldwork in Holland and Indonesia, and his study on Bandung
was based primarily on interviews. Still, given the short time I had left in Malaysia, I selected two
areas, one in Perak, the other in Batu Pahat (Johor), for fieldwork. Unfortunately, the political
climate in peninsular Malaysia in late 1976 was not conducive to my field investigations.This
book is therefore a slightly revised version of my Ph.D. thesis submitted to the Australian
National University in 1978. It focuses mainly on race relations and politics in wartime Malaya
(that is, the name West Malaysia had before the federation of Malaysia was formed in 1963).
When compared to the numbers of people killed and the areas affected during the post-
Japanese surrender interregnum of 1945, the May 1969 race riots pale into insignificance. Yet,
for some reason, many people in Malaya seemed to have shut their minds off to the 1945 period.
Perhaps it was the magnitude of the killing and the terror of the times that shut people’s minds
off the subject. It was a time of much violence and suffering, when “the pistol and knife ruled”. It
was also notable for the “communist reign of terror”. Only those in authority seemed to
remember the 1945 incidents. The Sultan of Perak, in a speech in May 1975, reminded his
subjects to support the Malaysian Government’s anti-communist campaign “if you do not want a
repetition of communist atrocities experienced immediately after the Japanese
occupation”.While many studies of local history pertaining to the post-surrender interregnum in
Malaya are beginning to appear, mostly done by Malay undergraduate students, there is as yet
no study attempting a Malaya-wide spectrum. It was mainly to fill this gap that I decided to
undertake research on the period. The theme is that of social and political conflict, a deadly
serious contest for survival and advancement in which the main contestants were Malays and
Chinese. The importance of this period has become more obvious than ever to me. Only by
understanding what happened in that crucial period, I believe, can a Malaysian truly fathom
Malaya’s postwar politics and society. For instance, Malay political primacy today can only be
comprehended in relation to the events of 1945. Secondly, Malay opposition to communism also
stems mainly from that period, and is one of the reasons why the ongoing communist
insurgency continued to fail. Finally, pan-ethnic cooperation and racial harmony, which are
essential for the present and future peace and prosperity of Malaysia, can be strengthened not
by Malaysians closing their minds about the past but by their learning from the lessons of the
past. In studying what is clearly regarded as a sensitive topic in Malaysia today, I am mindful of
the need to treat the topic objectively and not to pass moral judgements or to take sides. Like
Smail, I too am aware that I have my own sympathies and aversions and hope I have been able
to control my feelings in an academic study. If I have erred, it has probably been mostly in one
direction. As a Malaysian of Chinese origin, I have found it easier to criticize Chinese than



Malays. I hope, however, that I have been able to control even this tendency with the guidance I
have received from my teachers and friends. If evidence of this still persists in the book, the fault
must lie squarely on my shoulders.There are ample sources for the study of the Japanese
occupation and the post-surrender interregnum. In Britain, they are found mainly in the War
Office records deposited at the Public Record Office in London. The volume of material in the
South East Asia Command files alone (about 10,000 documents) is considerable. As a result, I
spent several months reading through the files, and was rewarded by coming across several
Force 136 papers on guerrilla activities in Malaya, which still remain classified in Force 136 files.
There is also a splendid collection of private papers deposited at Rhodes House, Oxford, by
former British civil servants in Malaya. The papers include those of former officials of the British
Military Administration (BMA) such as H.R.H. Hone, W.L. Blythe, V.W. Purcell, and others. These
British official and private records also contain numerous reports on inter-racial conflicts and
communist activities during the Japanese occupation. However, there is still a paucity of
documents of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) for the Japanese occupation. This lacuna
has been filled, to the degree that it is possible, by British and Japanese military intelligence
reports. In Tokyo I was able to interview some members of the wartime Japanese administration,
including Gen. Fujiwara Iwaichi and Professor Itagaki, and to collect materials from the Boeicho
(Self-Defence Agency Archives). The help I was given by Dr Michiko Nakamura of Waseda
University and Prof. Nagai Shinichi (then of the Institute of Developing Economies, Tokyo), was
most valuable. I also interviewed Mr Shiro Mizusawa of the Equator Association, whose
members were former administrators of Japanese-occupied territories during the war. Professor
Itagaki took special interest in my research project and was responsible for arranging many vital
interviews for me with other Japanese personalities — a favour for which I am most grateful.In
Malaysia the National Archives contains many important BMA (Malaya) records, which are now
open to researchers. It also has collections of local newspapers, which carried MCP documents
of the postwar period. I interviewed many local people of all races who had lived through the
Japanese occupation. Although most of the interviews were done in Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh,
Penang, and Singapore, the interviewees were able to recall experiences not necessarily
confined to these areas.Finally, some points deserve immediate mention. As of 1941, none of
the three major races — Malays, Chinese, and Indians — had started to regard themselves as
pan-ethnic “Malayans” with common duties and problems. This was the first problem, which had
to be faced by them if the country was to advance towards nationhood and self-government. On
the one hand, Malays cherished a definite loyalty towards their rulers, and this feeling conflicted
with the development of any allegiance towards a larger unit than the state. On the other hand,
non-Malays had to be weaned from their nostalgia for the homeland of their ancestors by
making Malaya the real basis of an enduring loyalty. At the end of the war, it seems clear that
none of the leaders of the major races in the country had thought seriously yet about resolving
these problems; nor had the MCP. It was the British Government that introduced the Malayan
Union plan, which, among other things, aimed at fostering a Malaya-oriented loyalty for non-



Malays and an identity and nation-state larger than the Malay state for Malays.The absence of a
pan-ethnic “Malayan” nationalist movement in 1941 serves as the starting-point of this study. I
then examine the political activities of various groups and the social conflict, which local peoples
went through during the Japanese occupation and in the immediate postwar period of the British
Military Administration. It was only after the bitter wartime and interregnum ordeal brought the
conflict to a violent head that some understanding began to emerge of the long-term
consequences of trying to share a nation and a future.Fig. 1. Malaya during the Japanese
Occupation, 1942–3PART IThe Roots of ConflictCHAPTER 1Malaya’s Plural Society in 1941At
present only in name is this a Malay country. The Malays are outnumbered by the Chinese who
swarm in by the thousands every year and monopolise all the jobs, wealth and businesses of
this country.– Za’ba, Al-Ikhwan, 16 December 1926In 1941 “Malaya” was a convenient British
administrative and geographical term comprising three political units: (1) the Straits Settlements
colony of Singapore, Malacca, and Penang; (2) the Federated Malay States (FMS) of Selangor,
Perak, Pahang, and Negri Sembilan; and (3) the Unfederated Malay States (UMS) of Perlis,
Kedah, Kelantan, and Terengganu.Nineteenth-century British colonial policy had transformed
Malaya from a collection of Malay states into a “plural” multicom-munal society. Unrestricted
immigration of Chinese and Indian labour (largely non-Muslim) for the tin mines and rubber
estates had continued until 1921, but by then migrants already outnumbered the indigenous
Muslim Malays. The 1921 census report showed that peninsular Malays and others of Malay-
Indonesian stock numbered 1,623,014 (48.8 per cent of the total population), Chinese
1,171,740 (35.2 per cent), and Indians 471,514 (14.2 per cent). The British authorities generally
regarded the Chinese and Indian immigrants as transients who for the most part, had little
intention of making their permanent home in Malaya. Despite British colonial impressions to the
contrary, the 1931 census report indicated about one-third of the Chinese and one-fourth of the
Indians were local born and already showing a trend towards permanent settlement in the
colony (see Table 1).The Socio-Economic SettingThe preponderance of the Chinese and Indian
communities in the economic life of the FMS was vividly illustrated by the fact that, according to
the official estimates of 1934, Malays numbered only 643,003 out of a total FMS population of
1,777,421, Chinese came to 717,614, and Indians to 387,917. Of the four states in the FMS,
Malays predominated only in underdeveloped Pahang where the total population of 186,465
contained 117,265 Malays. In the 1931 census, it had been established that in both the Straits
Settlements and the FMS, the urban population was predominantly Chinese. The same was true
of Johor (UMS). Even in Kedah (UMS) the largest single component of the urban population
consisted of Chinese, though they just failed to equal in numbers the people of all other races
combined. However, the towns of Kelantan and Terengganu (both UMS) were still essentially
Malay. Indians were most numerous in the towns of the FMS, where they were very evenly
distributed and formed just over one-fifth of the total urban population in each state. Race
relations were good as far as they went. There had been no inter-racial friction, apart from Malay
newspaper criticisms of Chinese and Indian immigration and of the growing economic



disparities between Malays and non-Malays. Chinese criticisms against British protective
measures on behalf of Malays, such as the Malay Reservations Enactment, were offset by major
Chinese gains in the business and labour fields, while Indians were generally satisfied with
gaining jobs in the public and private sectors and with the open atmosphere for business
opportunities. However, Indian business enterprises were still small-scale, confined to money
lending, shipping services such as stevedoring and ship chandling, textiles, and retail trade in
towns and rural areas. But because Chinese numbers were far greater than Indians and Chinese
business enterprises, more varied and challenging, the Chinese were seen by Malays as the
greater threat to their economic and political future.Table 1. Total Population of Malaya, 1921–
47Note: *The term “Malaysian” in the census reports means peoples of the indigenous races
including Indonesian Malays and the aborigines.Table 2. Number of Chinese and Indians Born in
MalayaSource: M.V. del Tufo, Malaya: A Report on the 1947 Census of Population (London,
1949), pp. 40, 84–5.The Malay Sultans and their subjects were opposed to unrestricted
immigration of Chinese and Indians, but since British policy was nominally protective of and
generally favourable to Malay interests, their discontent was stifled. British rule in the FMS left
the traditional and regional elites with a certain degree of autonomy. In both the FMS and UMS,
however, the British controlled the government, foreign affairs, and defence, while Malay
customary law and the Islamic religion were in the hands of the Sultans. The British gave
preference to Malays for employment in government service: only Malays were eligible to enter
the elite Malayan Civil Service through which the British governed the country, and in 1913 a
Malay Reservations Enactment was passed to prevent non-Malays from acquiring additional
agricultural lands.2 Only selected Malays, mostly of aristocratic background, were given higher
education and groomed for high administrative posts in the civil service. Malay vernacular
education was encouraged up to primary level, with emphasis on agriculture, handicraft, and
educational fundamentals. Limited attention was paid to Malay agriculture, but British policy
remained largely paternalistic and until 1941 was aimed at preserving the traditional Malay
society behind walls of British protection.Malayan economic development was restricted to the
colony’s two great industries, tin and rubber, supplemented only by the thriving entrepot trade of
the Straits Settlements. Ownership of the rubber and tin industries was shared primarily between
the British and the Chinese, with the former holding the major share. Towards the end of the last
century, the British had broken into the Chinese monopoly of tin and the trend in the 1930s was
increasingly towards greater degree of British control. Before the First World War, the British
controlled only a quarter of the tin, but with the introduction of colossal machine dredges after
the war, British production mounted sharply, until in 1929 it came for the first time to represent
more than half of the total. By 1931 it had risen to 65 per cent.1 In rubber there was a similar
pattern. In the 1930s the largest rubber estates were in the hands of Europeans, those in the
middle group in the hands of Chinese, and the smallest in the hands of Chinese, Malays, and
Indians.The major economic effect of British rule in Malaya was the growth of a dual economy.
On the one hand there was the modern colonial sector dominated by three industries: trade,



rubber, and tin. On the other there was the more traditional sector, most easily classified as the
Malay peasant sector and concentrated in the UMS of the north and east. Smallholdings of rice,
rubber, or coconut, characterized the latter. Up to 1941 there had been little modernization of
peasant agriculture. Malaya was still a net importer of rice. Under the pressure of the expanding
rubber industry, rice cultivation was given low priority. In 1935 only 300,000 tons or 40 per cent of
the rice consumed in Malaya was produced inside the country, the bulk in the less developed
UMS of the north. The remaining 60 per cent was imported from Siam, Burma, and elsewhere.
The peasant sector has always been nearly self-sufficient in rice, while imports have been
largely for the urban areas.2EducationMaintenance of ethnic plurality was best seen in the
schools, the most important social institution for the preservation of multiple cultural identities.
There were four main and separate streams of education perpetuated through the efforts of the
government, the Christian missions, and the independent Chinese school boards. While the
missions devoted their efforts largely to giving education in the English medium (in which
venture the government also had a part), the government more particularly sponsored Malay
education. However, except for the Malay College, Kuala Kangsar (MCKK) which prepared high-
ranking Malays for entry into the administrative government service, and two teachers’ colleges
(one for women in Malacca), there was no Malay secondary education to speak of, except those
of a religious nature acquired in the Middle East. There were also Malay village schools, such as
the sekolah ugama (religious schools where the Koran was taught), but the colonial government
did not subsidize these schools.Indian schools up to primary level were provided on the estates
under a government regulation of 1912, most of them using Tamil as the medium of instruction.
The Chinese, however, were left on their own. They built and financed their own schools up to
the secondary level and introduced their own curricula in Mandarin (Kuo Yu, the Chinese
national language). Most of the teachers were recruited from China. It was not until 1920, when
the colonial authorities discovered that Chinese schools were involved in the politics of the
Chinese nationalist movement, and were being used to inculcate Chinese patriotism and anti-
British ideas, that legislation was introduced for the registration and control of Chinese schools
and teachers. This move was strongly opposed by Chinese schoolteachers. Agitation died
down, however, when the legislation was accompanied by a scheme for grants-in-aid for
Chinese schools. Although the government was able to control the teachers through an
inspectorate and dissuade them from teaching overtly political subjects, it did not yet consider it
necessary to revise the curricula or the textbooks used in the Chinese schools. The textbooks
were about China exclusively; there was no mention in them of Malaya’s history, geography, or
the cultures of its mixed population.3 The colonial regime was preoccupied with education in
Malay and English. The emphasis on English, while meeting the demand of some Chinese and
Indian parents for Western education, also served to provide the British business houses and
the administrative service with clerks and office workers.The only really national schools up to
secondary level were the English schools, which instructed children of all ethnic groups and
gave them a common curriculum. These schools were, however, heavily oriented towards



English culture and history, especially the history of the British Empire.4 More non-Malays than
Malays attended English schools. One reason for the poor Malay attendance was that early
English schools were run by Christian missionaries; the schools were also in urban centres far
from the villages and were dependent on fees which most Malay peasants could ill afford. Only
in the 1930s when the government began building secular English schools in the FMS for all
races were Malay children urged to attend. Because of the large proportion of Chinese pupils in
English schools in both the FMS and the Straits Settlements, Chinese began to push for the
establishment of an English-medium university. In 1905 they succeeded in getting the
government to establish the King Edward VII Medical College in Singapore, and hoped that this
would be the nucleus of a university. In 1921 Raffles College, which taught subjects mainly in the
humanities, was opened. Students who enrolled at both colleges were overwhelmingly Chinese
and Indians. This led certain influential British administrators such as the Malay scholar and first
principal of Raffles College, Richard Winstedt, to believe it was premature to establish a
Malayan university, especially as Malays would find no place in it. Consequently, the government
resisted Chinese pressure to combine both colleges into a university, despite a Chinese
undertaking to raise funds for the project. The University of Malaya was only established after
the Second World War.3While the FMS government’s preferential “pro-Malay” policy enabled
Malays to get into the lower and middle rungs of government service, there were fewer
opportunities for non-Malays to join the civil service. Small numbers of Chinese were recruited
into the government clerical service in the FMS, while Indians were recruited into the clerical
sections of the Railways and Harbour Departments, which, like the rubber estates, used a
greater pool of Indian labour. In 1934 the Straits Settlements Civil Service was formed which
was open at the bottom to Chinese or to anyone else born in the Straits
Colony.NationalismEthnic diversity, economic and cultural diversity, and diversity in the
educational system were bound to produce a diversity of nationalist movements in Malaya. The
origins of each movement will be discussed under each racial group.The MalaysIn the
nineteenth century and early twentieth century, there had been a succession of Malay revolts
against British rule, the last in 1928 in Terengganu. The British had crushed each revolt,
reminding some Malays of the early defeat of the Melaka sultanate at the hands of the
Portuguese in 1511. Despite what many British administrators have written, the Malays never
welcomed British rule; it was always seen as interference in their political affairs.Once the Malay
rulers decided they had to come to terms with British power, they entered into treaties with the
British, whereby the British undertook to “protect” their states, take over administration, and look
after Malay welfare, defence, and foreign affairs, leaving only the Islamic religion and Malay
custom in Malay hands. It was on the basis of these treaties that Malay leaders subsequently
condemned the British for neglecting their interests and for allowing increased Chinese
economic dominance in the FMS. Malay economic discontent led to a greater political
consciousness among Malays and to the development of a Malay nationalist movement.Foreign
political influences also helped to fan nationalist feelings among the Malays. The reformist



movement in Islam in the Middle East, during the first two decades of the twentieth century, had
an impact on Malaya. Malay and Sumatran students who had studied either at Mecca or at Al-
Azhar brought these ideas back. This led to the doctrinal debate between the Kaum Muda (the
modernists) and Kaum Tua (the traditionalists), which extended to social and economic
questions. The Kaum Tua, backed by the Malay aristocracy and the British, and represented in
the orthodox religious institutions of the Majlis Ugama Negeri (State Religious Councils),
succeeded in curbing the activities of the Kaum Muda, whom they regarded as subversive.
Although the Islamic reformists did not aim at overthrowing the British regime, the British
regarded them as a threat to the status quo. Reformists propagated new interpretations of
Islamic teachings in order to equip Malays intellectually and socially for the modern world. They,
however, tended to put the blame for Malay political weakness and economic backwardness on
the ignorance of Malays themselves in following the commands of God.5In the period between
the two world wars, incipient Malay nationalism took on a secular form and lost its pan-Islamic
flavour. Indonesian nationalist leaders, especially Sukarno and Hatta, had a great impact on a
group of students at the Sultan Idris Teachers’ College (SITC), which included Ibrahim Yaacob
and Hassan Manan. These students were also influenced by Indonesian communist émigrés,
such as Alimin, Musso, and Tan Malaka, who took temporary refuge in Malaya after abortive
risings in 1926–7 to overthrow the Dutch regime in Indonesia. But Sukarno’s influence on the
SITC students was greater, and between 1928 and 1930 some of the students, including Ibrahim
Yaacob, secretly enrolled as members of Sukarno’s Partai Nasionalis Indonesia (PNI).6 In 1938
this group (by now SITC graduates) teamed up with Malay graduates from agricultural and
technical schools and the MCKK to found the first radical Malay party, Kesatuan Melayu Muda
(KMM, or the Young Malay Union), whose aim was to achieve kemerdekaan Melayu (Malay
independence) through Melayu Raya or Indonesia Raya (Greater Malaysia or Greater
Indonesia), a political union of the Malay archipelago based on the Malay race.4By 1941, except
for the KMM pemuda, (youths, or young people), no group of Malays had begun to think
seriously about the problems of achieving independence. What Ibrahim Yaacob and the KMM
pemuda conceived as their ideal, Indonesia Raya, was that all people of Malay stock should
come together and see themselves as One Race, speaking One Language, and belonging to
One Nation, very similar to the Indonesian Youth Declaration of 1927. In other words, the KMM
group wanted to create new and wider kinds of loyalties higher and above the level of the puak
(ethnic group) and the negeri (principality or kingdom), which were the sources of ethnic and
state parochialism fostered by the aristocratic state groups to perpetuate the latter’s power and
authority.But these pemuda ideas had not been further developed by 1941. It should be noted
that all the Malay States, except those in the FMS in a limited way, had not yet voluntarily come
together to form a larger political entity and shed their separate provincialism. In 1941, the minds
of the ruling class in the Malay States were not preoccupied with pan-Indonesia but with the
question of state autonomy. Consequently, the appeal of the KMM’s pan-Indonesia idea was
confined to a minority of Malay-educated intellectuals who were largely influenced by



Indonesian literature and political events. This fact, as well as the fact that pan-Indonesia would
represent a higher stage of inter-regional Malay unity overriding the further obstacle of separate
Malay geographical areas under different British and Dutch administrations, clearly suggests
that the pan-Indonesia idea required much more thought, planning, and coordination of political
action between the Malay peoples of British Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies before it
could ever have any chance of success. It was only when both geographical areas came under
Japanese occupation in 1942 that the idea had any chance of materializing.Being of non-
aristocratic background and influenced by Indonesian ideas, the KMM pemuda had also
become strongly republican. However, they did not commit themselves to the removal of the
Sultans or the traditional aristocracy on the grounds that the Malay raayat were not yet ready to
get rid of these institutions, and therefore sought instead to accommodate them in their political
schemes. Between 1938 and 1941, the KMM became greatly influenced by the policy of “non-
cooperation” of Sukarno’s PNI and adopted a similar policy. Ibrahim and other KMM leaders
began a propaganda attack on British policies and on the “co-operators”, the Malay bureaucrats
and aristocratic groups, in various newspapers and publications. The KMM leaders also
attacked the increasing foreign economic dominance of the country and of the colonial neglect
of Malay welfare. By 1941, the KMM’s anti-British agitation had been stepped up to the point
where contacts were established between KMM leader Ibrahim Yaacob and Japanese agents
with the idea of obtaining Japanese support for their objectives in return for KMM support for
Japanese military plans to overrun British-ruled Malaya. As for the idea of union with Indonesia,
it was hoped that this could be achieved too with Japanese support. This episode will be
discussed in Chapter 4.One other Malay movement of significance was the Persatuan
Persatuan Negeri (State Associations), such as the Persatuan Melayu Selangor and Persatuan
Melayu Pahang, led by the aristocrats. Some of those who formed the KMM had previously been
members of these associations. They came to consider these associations “feudalistic”, too
absorbed with state rights, and with allegiance to the rulers and to the British administration.
Leaders were English-educated lawyers and civil servants having connections with royalty, and
organizations confined their memberships to Malays of a particular state.7 State provincialism
(kenegerian) was extremely strong. All Malays within a state owed their loyalty to the traditional
state (negeri) ruler. A Malay tended to regard himself as an orang Perak (Perak man), an orang
Kelantan (Kelantan man), or some other such state allegiance. The aristocracy of the various
states encouraged this sentiment because they believed that if the negeri disappeared so too
would their position and authority. The idea of a united Malay nation did not yet appeal to them. It
was kenegerian, which dissuaded the ruling groups in the UMS from joining the British-
sponsored FMS, formed in 1896. The ruling groups in the FMS did so only because of pressure,
which British administrators brought to bear on them. Kenegerian meant that a united Malay
nation was still a long way off.The ChineseSince the 1890s, most Chinese in Southeast Asia had
regarded themselves as Hua Ch’iao (Overseas Chinese), owing allegiance to China.8 Chinese
born in the Straits Settlements were British subjects, and of these a large proportion were



“Straits Chinese” who had lived in Malaya for centuries and assimilated a certain amount of
Malay language and culture at the expense of Chinese language and dress (they were known as
the babas and nonyas). Yet there were even some Straits Chinese leaders, such as Dr Lim Boon
Keng, who became so aroused by the humiliation of China at the hands of Japan and the
European imperialist powers that they took up Chinese patriotic activities.In 1898 Overseas
Chinese political consciousness had been awakened through the liberal reform movement of
K’ang Yu-wei in China, who succeeded in influencing the Manchu Emperor to initiate the
“Hundred Days’ Reforms”. Stimulated by China’s humiliating defeat by Japan in Korea, the
Reform movement was short-lived and K’ang Yu-wei fled the country when the Empress
Dowager removed the Emperor and ushered in a period of conservative reaction. Kang came to
Singapore in 1900 to raise funds to finance a revolt in Hankow, but the revolt proved abortive.
After this Overseas Chinese participation in Chinese political activities increased, Kang
continued to visit Malaya (he resided in Penang during 1900–1 and again during 1908–10) to
publicize his liberal reforms, to build up support for his Royalist Party, and to found several
Chinese schools which emphasized both Confucianist teachings and Western science.9 He was
able to win the support of Straits-born, English-educated Chinese like Dr Lim Boon
Keng.Another Chinese political leader, Sun Yat-sen, also fled China after failing in his attempts
to raise a revolt in Canton. In 1900 Sun briefly visited Singapore, where he broke with the party
of K’ang Yuwei, whom he regarded as too conservative. The Overseas Chinese thus became
more conscious than ever of the political struggle in China. During the first decade of the
twentieth century, Sun organized several unsuccessful revolts, and when each uprising failed,
the rebel leaders would take refuge in Penang or Singapore. However, the Wuchang Rising in
1911, also financed from Malaya, was successful. Sun, who was then in the United States, was
not involved in the uprising. However, in 1912, when Sun’s Kuomintang (KMT) was formed,
branches of the party opened in Malaya.10 In 1925, the Malayan Kuomintang was suppressed
because its anti-British activities were considered subversive, and the British feared the Chinese
government would regard Malaya as an imperium in imperio.11Throughout 1910–30 Chinese
education and politics in Malaya mirrored developments in China. However, it was not until 1924
that communist activities became noticeable in Malaya, five years after the formation of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP). This was because the Comintern (Communist International)
did not give the directive to establish communist groups in Malaya until then. Within the same
year, the task of recruiting communist cadres in Malaya was left to Indonesian communists like
Tan Malaka and Alimin and a few CCP agents. In 1924 the KMT-CCP united front had been
established, so that the first communist group in Malaya was formed in 1925 within the Malayan
branch of the Kuomintang. This branch, in fact, became an overseas branch of the CCP. In 1927
the split in the united front also led to a split in the Malayan Kuomintang. After existing in various
organizations, the communists finally formed the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) in 1930,12
but a series of police raids disrupted its organization so that it did not really start operations until
1932 and up to 1941 the membership of the MCP was predominantly Chinese.13Between 1930



and 1941, the activities of Chinese in Malaya continued to follow closely political events in
China. The Japanese attack on China in 1937 aroused strong sympathies for China from the
KMT and the MCP, and from other Chinese organizations in Malaya. Until the Japanese invasion
of Malaya, the China National Salvation Movement, which both parties sponsored, organized
boycotts of Japanese goods in Malaya and raised funds and other forms of relief for China.
During the war in Malaya, it was the MCP, which took the lead in the anti-Japanese
movement.The IndiansThe nationalist movement in India did not have an impact on Malaya until
the years just prior to the war. Before 1937, Indian associations had existed locally throughout
Malaya but had remained non-political. This was largely due to (1) the direct influence of the
Indian Government Agent on Indian labourers in Malaya (which made the labourers feel that
their welfare was being looked after), and (2) the lack of Indian-language newspapers in Malaya
until the 1930s. It was only when Indian Congress Party leader Nehru visited Malaya in 1937 that
the Central Indian Association of Malaya (CIAM) was formed. The CIAM was oriented towards
India, especially Congress Party politics, and sought to represent and safeguard the interests of
Indians in Malaya. The two chief political activities of the CIAM before the war were the evidence
that it gave before the Shastri Commission investigating conditions of Indian labour in 1937 and
its support of the Klang strikes in 1941. Although the CIAM consisted mainly of professional men
who were not recruited from the local workers, they sought to identify themselves with the
interests of the Indian workers.14ConclusionA plural society had emerged largely in the British
interests of opening up Malaya. By allowing uncontrolled immigration of Chinese and Indians
into the country, they were responsible for the situation in 1931 when the Malays were
outnumbered in their own country. Legally, however, the British kept up the image of a “Malay
Malaya” by following certain principles in their pre-war relations with the Malays. These
principles (1) safeguarded the legal position of the Sultans, as laid down in the treaties, that is,
sovereignty in each Malay state resting with the Sultans and not with the British Crown; (2)
preserved Malay religion and culture in each state; (3) considered Malays as the indigenous
people; and (4) accepted as a British responsibility the safeguarding of Malay welfare and the
promotion of Malay advancement. Non-Malays did not yet seriously challenge this privileged
status of Malays in 1941.The Chinese were in by far the strongest economic position, “not only
because they had amassed relatively large amounts of wealth, education, and experience but
also because of their demonstrated capacity to adapt to changing circumstances and seize
newly-offered opportunities”.15 Indians were in a nebulous second position, and the Malays
appeared to be at the bottom of the economic ladder in British Malaya. However, by 1941, there
were indications that such a situation was, in fact, storing up trouble for the future especially as
the Malays, as the indigenous people, were already beginning to assert their political influence.
Through their newspapers, they had clearly called for an end to alien immigration and
demanded economic parity if not some improvement of their livelihood. They also viewed the
Chinese (and to a lesser extent the Indians) as colonial parasites sucking away the wealth of
their country hand in hand with British colonialism.Given these differences, the low intensity of



communal conflict in pre-war Malaya may seem surprising. But this is probably due to the fact
that, with few exceptions, pre-war politics were “dispersed and fragmented” in the sense that the
early political associations tended to be oriented towards issues arising beyond Malaya’s
borders. Their activities in Malaya were somewhat incidental to their primary concern. The
politics of the Chinese and Indians were oriented towards those of their homeland, and even
Malays such as the Kaum Muda (Islamic modernists) and the KMM radicals who were more
concerned with developments in Malaya became politically motivated, as a result of reactions to
events in Egypt, Turkey, and Indonesia. Consequently, as Gordon Means observed, the prewar
racial communities were “not inclined to view each other as political protagonists, since their
political enemies were being defined outside the arena of domestic politics”.16Therefore,
Malaya’s plural society remained a fairly harmonious one until the outbreak of the Second World
War. By keeping the three races isolated within distinct communities, allowing them to mingle
only in the marketplace, British policy reduced the room for social conflict and social change.
This policy required a delicate balancing and certainly could not have continued indefinitely
without producing marked inter-racial tensions. As Gullick has rightly concluded, “The existence
of three communities with conflicting interests and different viewpoints prevented the emergence
of a united nationalist movement in the period up to 1942”.17 Clearly, no dialogue had yet
emerged among local ethnic leaders to attempt to transcend racial, political, and economic
differences; nor had any serious attempt been made at an accommodation of their diverse
interests through a common campaign for Malayan national independence or the formation of a
transcommunal “Malayan” identity. There was also no evidence of any understanding yet of what
a “Malayan nation” might mean or how the three races should regard each other as “Malayans”.5
The Japanese occupation was to demonstrate further the depth of these communal divisions,
and to transform latent tensions into open and lasting conflicts.CHAPTER 2The Social Impact of
the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1942–5The Japanese had turned Malaya upside down.
The former social order was completely reversed. The “nobodies” of yesterday became the “big-
shots” of the day.– Chin Kee Onn, Malaya Upside Down, 1946The change of regime and the
violence of war brought about by the Japanese occupation of Malaya altered the pattern of race
relations and raised the political stakes. To the local population, politics in the broad sense
became a life and death struggle. Much of the interaction of Japanese policy and local
responses, especially the changing Malay and Chinese perceptions of one another during the
Japanese occupation, determined the direction of Malaya’s post-war political development.The
Japanese Invasion: Initial Reaction in MalayaThe Japanese attack on Malaya began about four
hours after their attack on the American naval base at Pearl Harbour — on 8 December 1941.
One division of the Twenty-fifth Army (whose commander in chief was Lt.-Gen. Yamashita)
landed at Kota Bharu, on the northeast coastal state of Kelantan. Another division opened the
beachhead at Songkla in southeast Thailand, north of Kota Bharu, and immediately struck
across towards its objective — Changlun in northern Kedah state. In a campaign lasting 68 days,
the weight of the Japanese advance drove the British forces down the west coast of Malaya



without meeting any effective check. On 12 December, Japanese troops entered Alor Star, the
capital of Kedah; on 16 December, Penang; and on 28 December, Ipoh, the capital of Perak
state. Kuala Lumpur, the capital of the Federated Malay States (FMS), fell on 11 January and
Johor Bharu, the southernmost tip of the peninsula on 31 January. Singapore was finally
captured on 15 February.1 By the end of March, the whole of the Netherlands East Indies was
also in Japanese hands.Throughout 7 and 8 December, the British had begun rounding up the
leaders and members of the Malay pro-Japanese organization, the Kesatuan Melayu Muda
(KMM), after British intelligence had uncovered secret links between the KMM and Japanese
military intelligence. Following the initial Japanese attack on 8 December, the British
administration attempted to secure political support from the colony’s communal leaders. On 10
December they put pressure on the four Sultans of the FMS —Selangor, Perak, Pahang, and
Negri Sembilan — to urge publicly that their subjects remain loyal to the British and resist the
invading Japanese forces.2 Most important, the British initiated a belated rapprochement with
their erstwhile local foe, the Chinese-dominated Malayan Communist Party (MCP). The two
sides reached agreement ten days later on the training of communist guerrillas to fight behind
enemy lines in the event of the Malayan Peninsula being overrun by the Japanese, a prospect
that seemed imminent. On 23 December, to help the British obtain further local Chinese support,
President Chiang Kai-shek in Nanking issued an appeal to all Chinese nationals in Malaya,
especially members of his Kuomintang (KMT) party, to rally behind the British in resisting the
Japanese. Apparently appreciating the value of cooperation now extended to the British
authorities by both the MCP and the KMT, the Governor of Singapore, Sir Shenton Thomas,
made a reciprocal gesture. He announced the lifting of the ban on the MCP, the KMT, and certain
other Chinese associations.3Both the MCP and the KMT joined with other Chinese anti-
Japanese organizations and Chinese community leaders, including Tan Kah Kee, in setting up
the “Overseas Chinese Mobilization Council”. This body worked with J.D. Dalley of the Malayan
Police, Special Branch, to recruit Chinese volunteers for Dalforce, an independent unit raised at
the last minute and attached to the British army’s Third Indian Corps. Dalforce was in the
frontline of British positions on Singapore island and later put up a fierce fight against the
advancing Japanese. It was reported to have inflicted heavy casualties on the invading troops,
something that would be neither forgotten nor forgiven by the Japanese.4While these events
were unfolding in Singapore, the British defences on the mainland were rapidly crumbling as
state after state was overrun by Japanese troops. It was during the British retreat down the
peninsula that the first reports filtered through the ranks of the British army that Malays were
actively collaborating with the invading forces as guides and interpreters. These reports were
initially discounted by the British Command in view of the pronouncements of the four Sultans
and the loyal service of two battalions of the Malay Regiment, which were fighting alongside the
British troops and continued to do so right through the retreat to Singapore. The Malay
collaborators were, in fact, members of the KMM movement, and had been working for Fujiwara
Kikan, the Japanese military intelligence agency under Maj. Fujiwara Iwaichi based at Bangkok



and in southern Thailand prior to the invasion.5 This realization marked the beginning of British
disenchantment with the Malays. Simultaneously, British attempts to persuade the Sultans to
leave for Singapore, India, or Australia were rebuffed, and the British became concerned that
these important symbols of authority might fall into the hands of the Japanese. But the Sultans
refused to leave with the British, arguing that their duties required them to remain with their
people. One spectacular instance of a Sultan’s non-cooperation occurred when Tunku Abdul
Rahman, later Malaysian Prime Minister, foiled the efforts of a British convoy taking his father,
the Sultan of Kedah, to Penang, and removed the ruler to a place of safety.6 Other Sultans,
among them the Sultan of Selangor and the Raja of Perlis, were offered asylum in Singapore,
but refused it; while the Sultan of Pahang left his palace and hid in the jungle until hostilities
ended several weeks later.As a result of the KMM’s involvement in Japanese fifth column work,
and the reaction of the Sultans, British distrust of Malays persisted right through the war to the
time of their reoccupation of Malaya. During the closing stages of the war the British did,
however, organize two Malay resistance groups. Until this rather late development, the British
worked largely with the Chinese, supplying, training, and helping to organize Malayan Chinese
communists in the MCP-controlled Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). These
wartime developments were not without consequences, and British distrust of the Malays was
later to take the form of a postwar constitutional scheme to deprive the Malay rulers of their
sovereignty.Massacre of the ChineseAlthough the British had surrendered on 15 February 1942
and the military campaign was virtually over, the Japanese Malayan Military Administration
(MMA) was not formed until about two weeks later. The Japanese Twenty-fifth Army was
preoccupied with the tasks of pacifying the population and establishing law and order. Looting
and crime were widespread. The Japanese began to enforce order by means of summary
executions: offenders were shot and beheaded on the spot, their heads displayed on pikes at
prominent points in the city, particularly at marketplaces. The Kempeitai (Japanese military
police), accompanied by local spies and informers, conducted house-to-house raids for stolen
goods in selected areas. Anyone found hoarding goods for which he could not give a
satisfactory explanation was hauled away to be shot. The campaign spread fear and panic
among the local population, but was extremely effective in stopping looting and lawlessness.7At
the same time, the army began mopping up operations against “anti-Japanese elements”, as
resistance was reported in many parts of the country. The primary targets were British personnel
who had avoided detention, Chinese Dalforce volunteers, civil servants and others who had
worked for the British, members of the KMT and the MCP, members of Chinese secret societies
(easily identified from the tattooed marks on their bodies), as well as other anti-Japanese
organizations like the China Relief Fund Committee. Called “Operation Clean-up”, or sook ching
(meaning “purification by elimination”), the campaign first began in Singapore, now renamed
Syonan (Brilliant South), and was then extended to the peninsula.8The repressive campaign
gathered momentum after the Twenty-fifth Army Headquarters issued a draconian decree on 17
February 1942. All male Chinese in Singapore aged between 18 and 50 years were ordered to



concentrate at five assembly points at noon on 21 February, and were warned of severe
punishment if they disobeyed. The campaign was planned by Lt.-Col. Tsuji and carried out by the
Number 2 Field Kempeitai Group under the command of Col. Oiishi. It was Col. Tsuji who
proposed the idea of the sook ching aimed at the “suppression of hostile Chinese” in retaliation
for the tenacity of the Chinese volunteers in Dalforce. The Twenty-fifth Army intended to move to
Sumatra immediately after the capture of Singapore, but Col. Tsuji suggested that before they
went the army should carry out a sook ching to eliminate all “Chinese anti-Japanese elements”.9
Another explanation for the sook ching was that the Twenty-fifth Army had come directly from the
campaign in China, where it had encountered great resistance in fighting Chinese troops and
guerrillas, and where the entire countryside was hostile to the Japanese occupying forces.10As
a result of the army’s decree, five large “concentration camps” were established within the
Singapore city area guarded by Japanese sentries. All Singapore Chinese were forced to
assemble at these points. Japanese soldiers with Kempeitai armbands, accompanied by local
informers, went around groups of Chinese and dragged away any whose name appeared on
their wanted lists. The detainees waited their turn to be checked, classified, and given an
identification stamp on their shirts, arms, or singlets. The waiting varied from a few hours to six
days, during which time no food or drink was allowed into the centres. There were no toilets.
Screening was done by making each Chinese walk past a row of hooded spies and informers —
who were mostly pre-war Japanese agents, some captured communists, or Chinese secret
society members who had agreed to give information to save their own lives. A nod from these
“hooded terrors” signified recognition, and the victim was hauled away to a detention room.11 By
3 March, a total of “70,699 anti-Japanese” Chinese had been detained, and it was reported that
control of “anti-Japanese Chinese and anti-Axis persons on Syonan” was making good
progress.12 Among those arrested were leading bankers, merchants, and community and
political leaders who included Dr Lim Boon Keng, the Singapore Chinese leader; Lim Chong
Pang, the Singapore KMT head; and Wong Kim Geok (alias Lai Tek), the MCP’s secretary-
general.13 Detainees were divided into several groups according to importance. Leadership
groups were kept detained for use later as Japanese agents of social control, but the bulk of the
detainees were transported by lorries to rural areas to be executed.6By early March the sook
ching campaign had been extended to the mainland. Initially, the same procedure of herding
Chinese populations into “concentration camps” was followed in the main towns of Malaya. But
as the Kempeitai troops moved further into the rural districts they became indiscriminate and
tended to regard all Chinese as hostile. As a result, large-scale massacres of Chinese villages
and settlements took place. For instance, on 18 March, at the Chinese village of E-Lang-Lang,
not far from the town of Titi in Negri Sembilan state, about 20 to 30 soldiers under a Kempeitai
commander, Iwahuzi, rounded up the villagers, said to be a few hundred, and killed them. The
following are some accounts of survivors at E-Lang-Lang. All had seen relatives massacred:The
prisoners were taken one by one to the spot where they were to die, and made to kneel down
with a bandage over their eyes. The members of the third troop stepped out of the ranks one by



one as his turn came to behead the helpless victims with a sword or stab him through the breast
with a bayonet. All the corpses were burnt or buried in the wells or in holes, which the prisoners
had dug earlier.The babies were thrown up into mid-air and as they came down, the soldiers
pierced them with bayonet and sword.... a group of innocent children stood at attention when the
Japanese soldiers approached them. With hands raised to their foreheads, they screamed,
“Tabek! Tabek!” [Malay word meaning Salute!] with great glee, only to be whisked away to be
killed.14The sook ching bloodbath, which continued throughout March, took a reported toll of
6,000 to 40,000 Chinese lives.7 The sook ching struck terror in Chinese communities
throughout Malaya and, in the words of former General Manaki, who served in Yamashita’s army,
it was the “biggest blot”8 on the Japanese administration of Malaya.15 This single act inevitably
alienated the bulk of the Chinese population from the Japanese administration. The army
continued to treat the Chinese population with the greatest severity for the duration of the war,
although it did not repeat such large-scale punitive massacres. The sook ching drove hundreds
of Chinese youths and men into the jungles to join the communist-led resistance movement, the
MPAJA.A Gift of AtonementOn 2 March, while the sook ching was still under way, the Japanese
army organized the MMA. Significantly, its first task was to deal with the Chinese problem.
Prominent Chinese — Dr Lim Boon Keng, Lee Choon Seng (the acting chairman of the
Singapore China Relief Fund), and the Shaw brothers (film magnates) — were rounded up and
ordered to the Kempeitai headquarters. They were tortured, threatened with death unless they
cooperated, and forced to form the Overseas Chinese Association (OCA), which was to raise M
$50 million as a “gift” to the Administration to atone for the pre-war anti-Japanese activities of the
Chinese in Malaya.16 The communal leaders were divided into two groups — the Malayan-born
or Straits Chinese, and the China-born Chinese. The former came under the wing of Mamoru
Shinozaki, an officer in the Singapore Municipality, and the latter under Wee Twee Kim, a
Taiwanese official.9 Between March and June, the OCA leaders were coerced into raising the
required sum from the Chinese population in Malaya, based on the adult individual’s known
sources of income. To ensure that no one cheated in paying his share, the MMA provided the
OCA with property reports from the Land Office, Registrar of Companies, and Income Tax
Office. Although the MMA had not yet banned pre-war British currency, the OCA found it difficult
to raise the expected sum, owing to the disruption and hardship caused by the war. By 20 June
the OCA had only raised $28 million from the Chinese population in Malaya, despite repeated
extensions of the deadline by the MMA. Finally, Takase Toru, the self-styled “expert” on
“Overseas Chinese affairs” in the MMA, devised a compromise. The Chinese could raise a loan
to make up the remaining deficit of $22 million from the Yokohama Specie Bank to be paid up
within a year at 6 per cent interest. On 25 June the $50 million “gift” was presented to General
Yamashita, who accepted it as an act of atonement of the Chinese for their pre-war anti-
Japanese attitude.17Pattern of AdministrationThe clock was put forward one and a half years in
line with Tokyo time. The Christian calendar was discarded and the year 1942 followed the
Japanese calendar and became 2602.18 Throughout their administration, the Japanese



regarded Malaya both as a military stronghold and as a colony within the empire. There was
close coordination of both personnel and policy in Malaya and Japan. Plans for the political
control of Malaya, the exploitation and distribution of its raw materials, and the use of local
shipping were formulated as part of the larger Japanese plans for the Southern Regions.An
integration of policies for Malaya with those of the empire was indicated in late 1942 when Tokyo
ordered that, although the army was supreme in the actual administration of Malaya, it had to
consult with civilian agencies in Japan in choosing suitable technical personnel to immigrate to
Malaya to work under the Military administration.19Malaya and Sumatra were consolidated into
one political unit on 28 March when the whole of Sumatra was placed under the control of the
Twenty-fifth Army based in Singapore. A single military command was imposed on the two
territories because they were considered the nucleus for the Japanese management of the
southern areas. This administrative integration was carried through despite the different pre-war
economic and political systems of the two territories (Sumatra had been under Dutch rule,
Malaya under British). Apparently because of these differences, they were separated in April
1943.10 In line with this latter decision, the headquarters of the Twenty-fifth Army moved to Bukit
Tinggi in Sumatra, while the Twenty-ninth Army took charge of Malaya and established its
headquarters at Taiping in Perak state.20 It was also decided to place the mainland Malay state
of Johor under the direct control of the headquarters of Seventh Army, in Singapore under Gen.
Seishiro Itagaki — command delineations which remained in force from mid-1943 until the
surrender in August 1945.21Malaya itself was partitioned in October 1943 when the four
northern Malay sultanates of Kelantan, Terengganu, Kedah, and Perlis were ceded to Thailand.
The transfer was done ostensibly to honour Thailand’s friendship and its support for the
Japanese military campaign in Malaya, but the real aim was to reduce the area of command in
northern Malaya in order to free more Japanese troops for the Burma campaign. Malaya was
reduced in area and also lost a significant source of food, as the four states were all major rice-
growing areas.For the four northern states, the cession to Thailand was of extreme importance.
The Thais set up a military regime in each state. Over them was a “Chief Administrator” who had
the rank of a Thai army major general whose task was to oversee a junior administrator in each
state. The administrator in Kedah was a police major; in Kelantan he was a first lieutenant.
Japanese liaison officers were appointed to the four states, and the Emperor of Japan conferred
a minor Japanese Order of Merit on the Sultans in recognition of their service to the Japanese
military administration.In December 1943 the Thai authorities announced plans to turn over the
administration of the four states to their respective Sultans, in direct variance from the Japanese
practice in the rest of the peninsula. The Thais declared, “Following the abolition of the Military
Administration, a State Government will be established with the Sultan at its head while the
present [Thai] military administrators will remain as advisers.”22 The Thais also declared their
intention to establish similar municipal governments in each of the capitals subsequent to the
organization of the state governments. The proposed state administration resembled that
formerly employed by the British, whereby a British adviser assisted the Sultan, the sovereign of



the state, in his duties. The adviser did most of the actual governing, but the Sultan was not
without authority and prestige, and a greater proportion of natives held responsible positions
than in the FMS.The transfer of sovereignty was carried out smoothly on the whole. But there
remained two major sources of tension: (1) Thai-Japanese disagreement over a financial
settlement, and (2) special legislation which was adverse to Malay interests, for example, the
banning of polygamy11 and the imposition of a surtax for those between the ages of 20 and 45
unable to read and write the Thai language by the end of the year.23 The second problem
became more serious just before the war ended and led to the emergence of an anti-Thai
movement among the Malays in Kedah and Kelantan. This movement continued until 1947 and
was ended only through British intervention.12The transfer of these four states marked the
beginning of Malay disillusionment with the Japanese military administration, and placed the
Malays numerically behind the Chinese in Malaya for the first time in their history. In 1931,
although the total population of Chinese and Indians in Malaya, including Singapore,
outnumbered the Malays, the latter still formed the largest single ethnic group in the country.
Now, deprived of its four northern states, Malaya, including Singapore, had more ethnic Chinese
residents than it had Malays; and the Japanese MMA consequently began to give more
consideration towards Chinese communal interests. Table 3, showing estimates of population
statistics for 1936 and 1945, indicate the impact of the loss of territory in 1943 on Malaya’s racial
balance.24Japanese and British Systems of Administration: Continuity and ChangeTable 3. A.
Total Population of Malaya, Including Singapore, in 1936
(estimates)Malays2,095,21744.6%Chinese1,821,75038.8%Indians and others779,29916.6%B.
Total Population of Malaya, Including Singapore, but Excluding the Four Northern States Ceded
to Thailand in 1943 (1945 Estimates)Malays1,210,71834.3%Chinese1,699,59447.7%Indians
and others651,94818.0%Source: Memorandum entitled “Marai dokuritsu mondai” [On the
problems of the independence of Malaya], Political Affairs Section, Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Tokyo, 20 Feb. 1945, in the Wason Collection, Cornell University.In contrast with the pre-war
British practice of having a dual form of government, that of direct and indirect rule, the
Japanese governed Malaya as a single integrated colony under one supreme government
headed by the MMA in Singapore.13 In so doing, the Japanese reduced the status of the Malay
Sultans to that of minor officials, heads of their state’s Islamic affairs bureau, in contrast to their
position under the British when they enjoyed the prestige of being, at least nominally, heads of
their own states. With the exception of Singapore, which became a Special Municipality with a
Mayor, all Malay states — plus Malacca, Penang, and Province Wellesley — were converted into
provinces administered by Japanese governors. The Sultans also lost part of their authority over
matters concerning the Islamic religion until 1943/4,14 while in pre-war days these
responsibilities had been left entirely in their hands. Initially the stipends of the Sultans were cut,
sometimes by two-thirds of the pre-war amount, depending on the degree of cooperation
extended by each Sultan.25 The government post of Mentri Besar (Chief Minister), held by a
titled aristocrat, or a member of the royal family in certain states such as Johor and Kelantan,



was also initially allowed to lapse.With these significant exceptions, the Japanese administration
in Malaya resembled the British administrative system it superseded. In the early months of
occupation, the Japanese made few changes in pre-war staff but later pursued a policy, which
favoured Malay appointees over Chinese and Indians.26 The most important changes occurred
at the higher levels, where the Japanese replaced British civil servants, while the provincial and
local government staffs remained much as they were before the war. In both the FMS and the
UMS, which had Malay administrations before the war, “trustworthy” Malay officials continued to
occupy high administrative positions, now under Japanese supervision. In the smaller Straits
Settlements, where a larger number of non-Malays had been employed in the British civil
service, pre-war officials of all races continued to hold office in 1942 and 1943, but Malay
officials increased in numbers and rose more rapidly through the service. One of the main
instruments of the “pro-Malay” policy was the Koa Kunrenjo (leadership training schools), which
were established at Singapore, Malacca, and Penang. Seventy per cent of the trainees were
Malays, and graduates were given high appointments.27Japanese military officers occupied a
few top positions such as governors, while Japanese civilians, among them former residents of
Malaya and technical experts or representatives of large Japanese companies, were chosen as
heads of departments, mayors, governors, and appointees for important staff positions. For this
second group a rich source was the Malayan Association (made up of former residents of
Malaya), which was formed in Japan soon after conquest of the peninsula.15 About 500 of its
members were persuaded to return to Malaya, many of them to accept positions under the
MMA. The recruitment of this large number of civilians was reported to have been due to the lack
of trained military staff for government service. Owing to insufficient data, it is not possible to
state whether the number of Japanese administrators in Malaya exceeded the pre-war number
of British administrators.The Provincial Government (Seicho)The Mayor of Singapore and each
of the governors of the ten provinces were responsible to the Somubucho (director general) of
the MMA, and each of their administrations had divisions, which corresponded in general to
those at MMA headquarters. The ten Japanese governors included bureaucrats of the powerful
Ministry of Interior or retired generals on the reserve list.28 As chief executives they replaced the
Sultans as heads of state and thus combined most of the duties of both the former British
advisers and the Sultans. In 1943, for example, when the State Regional Advisory Councils were
set up, they served as chairmen and the Sultans as vice chairmen.There was, however, little
coordination between individual governors and the local garrison headquarters, and governors
received directives from army area commanders. Military operations, such as those against
guerrillas, were carried out independently of the governor who was only informed if the military
thought it necessary. Of all the governors, only the Governor of Perak, T. Kubota, appeared to
have adapted himself well to the local situation and established good relations with the Malay
aristocracy, most particularly with the State Sultan Abdul Aziz. On the occasion of the Muslim
festival, Hari Raya Haji, on 19 December 1942, he joined in the celebrations by wearing royal
Malay robes presented to him by the Raja Muda (Crown Prince).29 All courts ceased to function



by reason of the occupation, but a Military Court of Justice of the Nippon Army was established
on 7 April 1942 by a decree of the commander of the Nippon Army. On 27 May 1942 the civil
courts (as distinct from military courts) were reopened and allowed to follow the former colonial
laws insofar as they did not interfere with the military administration. Many prominent lawyers
were appointed as new judges and magistrates.30It was at the local government level that the
Japanese promoted a large number of Malays to the post of district officer (DO), formerly held
mainly by British officers. In Selangor five of the six DOs were promoted from pre-war posts of
assistant DO, magistrate, or land officer. The Japanese came to rely on the DOs and their
subordinates, the penghulu (district headman) and the ketua kampung (headman), far more
than the British had done in order to requisition rice, labour, and volunteers for the Japanese war
effort.Source: Adapted from OSS, State Department, U.S.A., “Japanese Administration in
Malaya”, marked “Restricted”, 8 June 1944, in BMA/ADM9/1.Fig. 2. Japanese Military
Administration in Malaya (1944)In her important study of the wartime period, Halinah Bamadhaj
has suggested that the steady increase in the number of Japanese top government officials, the
proliferation of control organizations, and the appointment of the Shidokan, or Improvement
Officers, who supervised the DOs closely and accompanied them whenever and wherever they
went on field visits, made the impotence of Malay officials apparent to all.31 She claims,
however, that the DOs were not hated particularly by the Malays, unlike the matamata padi (rice
policemen) who supervised the rice requisition, or the Malay informers of the
Kempeitai.32However, we should not forget the constant clash of interests between the DO, the
penghulu, and the ketua kampung on the one hand and the Malay, Chinese, and Indian
population on the other. While it was the DO who received the orders of his Seicho (provincial
government) for army rice quotas of non-Malay labour, this did not always work for, as she
shows, when there were not enough non-Malays around, the DOs had to fall back on Malay
recruits.33 Such recruitment was most unwelcome, as it was commonly feared that the
labourers might never return again alive to their villages. In such a situation administrative
impotence was not likely to be appreciated, but rather despised as a betrayal of trust and
respect held by the villagers for the DO. Consequently, caught in this sharp conflict of interests,
the DO frequently came out the loser — either with his own community or with the Indians and
Chinese.34 He and his subordinates, the penghulu and ketua kampung, were natural targets of
reprisals by the MPAJA guerrillas, who in many localities included members of the three races,
although the Chinese usually dominated.16 In fact, the MPAJA and its grassroots support
organization, the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Union (MPAJU), operated an efficient
intelligence network in the villages and small towns, and usually picked their targets for
elimination with accuracy. Information given by Malay informants and stories found in Malay
novels reveal clearly that the local government officials from the DO downwards were unpopular
with both Malays and non-Malays.35 The reasons why these divisions at the lower level of Malay
society did not flare up into violent intra-Malay class conflicts will be discussed when we come to
the question of inter-racial conflicts.Japanese Militarization PolicyThe Japanese governed



Malaya by tight military measures. Great emphasis was placed on the use of local manpower in
internal security control and local defence units. As an adjunct to the state and military police
forces, the Japanese established Jikeidan (Self Defence Corps) with their companion
tonarigumi (Neighbourhood Associations) throughout the country. In the early months of
occupation, the Japanese found that crime and violence had increased in the less settled parts
of the country. As the problem of maintaining peace and order became acute and existing
measures were found inadequate, the Japanese instituted the Jikeidan system, under which a
certain number of households were made collectively responsible for any untoward happenings.
The chief function of the Jikeidan was to register all families in a neighbourhood and report on all
strangers and suspicious events. In September 1943 Singapore was reported to have 80,000
members divided into 55 sections, with a leader for each section. As of 18 March 1944, Jikeidan
organizations were reported from Perak, Penang, Malacca, and Selangor, and the system is
presumed to have existed throughout Malaya.36However, it was largely with police and
volunteer forces that the Japanese carried out large-scale mobilization and militarization of
young men, mostly Malays, who became a new elite, a military elite, exposed to intense training
and exhortation to patriotic sacrifice.The civil police force was divided into two sections: regular
police and the Jikeidan. Except for a few changes, the Japanese maintained the British colonial
police organization. Shortly after the fall of Singapore, all pre-war police personnel were ordered
to report to their respective offices for work. Officers of the pre-war Special Branch were
assigned to deal with political affairs, especially anti-Japanese activities, and became known as
the Tokko ka (political police). Its agents and informers were everywhere — in coffee shops,
amusement parks, hotels, and gambling farms. Provinces were divided into the same number of
police districts as before the war, and police district officers had vast powers. Malays and non-
Malays served as police district officers, or Sho Cho, until the end of 1943, when Japanese
replaced them. The Sho Cho was empowered to issue orders to shoot or behead anyone
suspected of anti-Japanese activities, and even the DO, the local civilian administrator, was
subordinate to him.37 Out of necessity, the Japanese used the experienced staff of the former
British police force, which consisted of Malays, Chinese, Sikhs, and Punjabis recruited from
India, but later the Special Police, a paramilitary organization, was formed specially to carry out
operations against the communist guerrillas. It consisted of young recruits from the pre-war
police force who were willing to swear loyalty to the Japanese Emperor.38 The Japanese also
laid emphasis on training Malay officers at a Malay Police Officers’ Training School established
in Singapore. By February 1944, six classes, each averaging over 300 recruits, had graduated.
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daryl, “Red Star over Malaya. This is the 4th edition of this book. I found it very interesting. For
anyone interested in the history of Malaya just pre- the WWII Japanese invasion 8 December
1941, and the 15 August Japanese surrender period to 2 September 1945, this tells the story of
the MPAJA and Force 136 in the Malayan jungles against the Japanese occupation, but I feel
from 1941 to 1946 from a Malay perspective, and not the Malayan Chinese perspective.
However, this does not deal with the MPABA or CTs unsuccessful struggle against the British
Commonwealth but the lead up to the Emergency.”

JL Chew, “Painstakingly researched, well laid out.. This historical account of the difficult times of
1941 - 1946 has opened my eyes to a period of Malaysian history that though painful and
influential, has not been well understood by the public. It lays out how the Malayan Emergency,
Malay nationalism, Malay-Chinese race relations and the path taken by the Malayan Communist
Party were set in motion by the Japanese Occupation, and prior to that, the economy and
demography of Malaya. This book shows how modern Malaysia is still shaped by these forces,
and is a valuable insight not only into our history, but into our present.”

The book by Boon Kheng Cheah has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 4 people have provided feedback.

Epigraph page Title page Contents List of Tables List of Figures List of Illustrations List of
Appendices Abbreviations Note on Malay Spelling and Currency Note on Spelling of Chinese
Language Script Preface to the Fourth Edition Foreword to the Third Edition Acknowledgements
Introduction PART I: THE ROOTS OF THE CONFLICT 1. Malaya’s Plural Society in 1941 2. The
Social Impact of the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1942–5 3. The MCP and the Anti-
Japanese Movement 4. The Malay Independence Movement PART II: THE CONTEST FOR
POSTWAR MALAYA, 1945–6 5. The Post-Surrender Interregnum: Breakdown of Law and Order
6. The MPAJA Guerrillas Takeover 7. Outbreak of Violence and Reign of Terror 8. The Malay/
MCP/Chinese Conflict 9. Conflict between the Communists and the BMA 10. The Malay-British
Conflict 11. Conclusion Appendices Notes Bibliography Index Copyright page



Language: English
File size: 10258 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 459 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

