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ABSTRACT: This article discusses a brief history of ethnic denominations in Malaysia, using Indian 

and Chinese communities as examples. Examples of historical formation of communities and 

diasporas in the history of Malaysia are given. The influence of Indian and Chinese communities on 

the ethnic composition of Malaysia is examined. 
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Relevance: 

Malaysia is a multinational country with a rich historical past. The territory of Malaysia belongs to 

the earliest areas of human habitation. It is also at the crossroads of the great sea route between India 

and China. 

Merchants from India, the Middle East and China in the early first millennium AD often traded with 

the small states of the Malacca Archipelago. This demonstrates the introduction of mutually 

beneficial trade relations in this region. Over time, some of the smaller states of the Malacca 

archipelago became dependent on the islands of Java and Sumatra. This period is seen as the 

beginning of the spread of new religious teachings, Hinduism and Buddhism. Even monuments of 

Indian influence have survived in Malaya [9, p.27]. They testify to the emergence of Hinduism and 

Buddhism religious cults in Malaysia. This helped to open the way not only for trade, but also for 

believers of this region, activating immigrants as Chinese, Indians and Indonesians. The latter, in 

turn, became agents of Islam. As Indian Muslims and Indonesians were active in trade in Indonesia 

and Malaya. Proof of this is a tombstone found in Malacca dating from 1303 to 1387 [27, p.155], 

written in Arabic script. This allows one to conclude that during this period there were already 

Muslims living in Malacca Peninsula. 

Methods and degree of knowledge 

Some aspects of the given theme were studied in researches of modern scientists and researchers, 

such as Winstedt R.O., Hall J.E., Island C, Khayrullin R. Z., Vlasova Y. S., Yanov V. V., Kuznetsov 

A. M., Zolotukhin I. N., but it is appropriate to confirm that, they under different topics and vectors 

studied several directions through the prism of historical, political and economic point of view. 

Results 

The model of Malaysian ethnic community, which Malaysia seeks to implement, combines social 

institutions, political parties established according to internationally recognized democratic models, 
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with the historically established value system inherent in Southeastern civilization. The perspective 

way of development of the federation of Malaysia is based both on the creative assimilation of 

accumulated international experience, and on the full consideration of national peculiarities and 

cultural tradition.  

Religious teachings of Hinduism and Buddhism were accepted peacefully and amicably by the 

Malays. Immigration in this case sent a guide, which allowed to acquaint the local population with a 

new culture, giving penetration not only to new religious beliefs, moral and ethical principles, but 

also led to amalgamation*. The spread of Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam proceeded smoothly, as for 

a long time already had common features both in religious doctrines and in other spheres of life. 

By the Middle Ages Malay ethnic groups had formed in the Malay Sultanate. Statehood and culture 

emerged. Positive impact on the local population, including numerous ethnic groups. It is worth 

noting that the position of the Indian community also underwent great changes. The vigorous activity 

of Indian merchants in trade led them to become one of the influential ethnic groups. Thus the Indian 

community was mainly engaged in trade, usury, and handicrafts, and along the west coast of 

Malaysia, tracts of land were set aside for plantation farming. As a result, great wealth was 

concentrated in the hands of Indian merchants, despite the fact that the number of Indian settlers was 

small until the mid-19th century. The Indian community that was created had great influence.  

The position of the community changed with the arrival of the British colonizers in Southeast Asia. 

In the second half of the 18th century, the Southeast Asian archipelago became the center of a dispute 

between Britain and France over the dominance of the region. In the years 1756-1763 known as the 

seven-year war between Britain and France ended in favor of Britain, which in turn opened the way 

for the British colonizers not only to India but also contributed to the strengthening of its power and 

dominance in Southeast Asia. In a military clash with Holland, the British military succeeded in 

subduing the factories* on the west coast of Sumatra. And in 1786 they occupied the island of 

Pinang, "where they established a naval base and trading post", and 1795-1814 was marked by active 

policy in Malay Archipelago and British domination of Java [10, p.113-114]. 

In 1795 the city of Malacca, 1819 Singapore were used as their strongholds to subdue the entire 

peninsula. In 1826 the British possessions in Malaya were consolidated into a separate, fourth Indian 

presidency, the Straits Settlements, whose head reported directly to the Governor-General of India 

(since 1851). This included Pinang, Singapore [17, p.366-376], Malacca, the Province of Wellesley, 

the territory of the Malacca neighboring principality of Nanning, Labuan Island, the Cocos Islands 

and Christmas Island [5]. 

During this period the situation of the natives and other communities changed, so during the English 

colonial period, the native inhabitants of the occupied territory were actively used, involving the local 

population in the construction of roads, seaports, administrative and public buildings, work on 

plantations, and also involved them in other spheres. Over time, the British increasingly increased the 

influx of Indian immigrants to work on the plantations to grow crops. The colonial policy of 

relocation (or immigration) contributed to the economic rise of Malacca. It promoted the 

development of heavy and light industries, where Indian laborers made up the bulk of the workforce. 

A turning point was the period from 1905 to 1910, or the time of the "Rubber Boom" (26). As many 

years before, the reason for the resettlement of the inhabitants of India (Tamils and Kanganis*) was 

trade, only on a global scale. Many inhabitants moved to Malaysia on a contractual basis for up to 

five years. Several factors contributed to this circumstance: first, Indians were subjects of the British 

Empire, which obliged them to comply with the laws and decrees of the colonial policy; second, the 

difficult living conditions in India (hunger, forced labor, many prohibitions that restricted freedoms) 
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[25]. As a result of the colonial policy of the British Empire, the population of India actively 

immigrated to Malacca, where living conditions differed favorably due to the Immigration Act of 

1922, which provided for fixed wages and the introduction of benefits. 

According to the 1931 census, 250,000 of the 624,000 natives of India were the permanent 

population of Malaya. In 1921 the number of Indians born there was 12% of the total Indian 

population, and in 1931 they were about 21%. In 1947 they accounted for 49.8% and in 1957 for 

62.1% of all Indians in Malaya [4]. The process of forming permanent Indian population in Malaysia 

was significantly accelerated after the end of the world crisis of 1929-1933 [27, p.517]. This confirms 

the above arguments. Active immigration to Malacca continued until the early 50s of the twentieth 

century.  

Political changes in India had a great impact on the situation of immigrants in Malacca. The Indian 

government chose to return Indian immigrants to their homeland. But despite the chosen course many 

Indian immigrants did not leave Malacca with a firm conviction that Malacca for them is not only a 

place of work, residence, but a place of new homeland. To summarize, despite linguistic, cultural, 

religious and other differences, immigration had a special impact on the future fate and history of 

Malaysia. It is worthy of note that the immigration of the Indians also influenced the religious 

situation, so according to the 1931 poll, the Hindus made up 81.6%, the Muslims 9%, and the 

Christians 5.8% [15]. The situation of the ethnic group of Indians has hardly changed to date. The 

influence of the Indian diaspora* later spread to political life, with the establishment of the Indian 

Congress of Malaysia (ICM) political party in 1955. 

The ICM political party supports the course of a united nation of Malaysia, representing the interests 

of the Indian diaspora in it. Which demonstrates the role of the Indian diaspora in the socio-economic 

and political life of Malaysia. 

Another diaspora that plays an important role in the life of Malaysia is the Chinese community. The 

first mention of Malay is given in the ancient manuscript "Qian Han shu" (History of the Early Han 

Dynasty [12]) in the 1st century AD. By the 3rd century AD, the Malay Peninsula is increasingly 

mentioned in Chinese chronicles. In the 5th century, contacts were established between China and 

some states of the Malacca Peninsula. After the development of the sea route to India the Chinese 

Buddhist pilgrims began to stop on the islands of the Indonesian archipelago, mainly on Java and 

Sumatra, and maybe in Kedah [13]. 

During the rule of the Sung dynasty in China (960 - 1279) the area of trade expanded, thanks to the 

development of shipbuilding strengthened contacts between the Chinese and the countries of the 

South Seas. According to researchers, the Celestials came to Malaya for trade purposes, as the buying 

and selling of goods in the area was very developed. In turn, trade relations led to the development of 

bilateral diplomatic relations. For example, ethnic Chinese (Han Chinese*) came from Fujian and 

Guangdong to trade in Indochina, Malacca and the Malay Archipelago Islands.  

It is especially important to mention the beginning of the 15th century, when the Sumatran prince 

Parameshwara founded the city of Malacca on the west coast of Malaya and became the center of the 

principality [19]. 

In 1409, the Chinese fleet visited Malacca, which had a positive impact on further bilateral 

cooperation between the two countries [23]. 

Within a short time, the commercial port of Malacca became the main port in all of Southeast Asia. 

The active development of trade and bilateral diplomacy, promoted trade and the exchange of 

cultural treasures. 
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In the middle of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Chinese settlements arose in Malacca. 

Where lived the Chinese involved in trade and handicrafts. The historical events of the Southeast 

Asian region of that period such as wars, internecine conflicts of local rulers, lack of a centralized 

power system, economic crisis, social discontent of the population with the policies pursued and lack 

of stability forced the population to an active search for a lopeless country to live in. It is worth 

noting that the inhabitants of India, like the Chinese, used reliable existing trade routes to immigrate, 

as a result of the resettlement of the Chinese population has increased significantly. Not only the 

number of traders increased, but also their influence in the region.  

Thus in the seventeenth century, the Dutch East India Company turned to the Tamils as 

intermediaries in relations with the people of the Malay Archipelago [1]. 

Confirming the spread of immigrants involved in the trade, economic, agricultural and plantation 

activities of Malacca. Malaysian Indian Tamils as well as Han Chinese came to the Malay 

Archipelago to trade from South India. The flow of traders and immigrants to the Malay Archipelago 

increased during Malaysia's colonial history. 

During the period of British rule in Malacca the situation of the Chinese community not only did not 

worsen, but on the contrary, it even strengthened. As the colonial policy of the British Empire on the 

territory of Malacca was aimed at the development of industry. Thus with the discovery of large tin 

deposits in the states of Perak and Selangor,[14] the role of the Chinese community involved in this 

field grew.  

The rapid development of industry, caused an acute shortage of labor, resulting in a labor shortage 

that requires a quick solution, the resolution of this issue contributed to the events in China.  

In 1860, the Third Opium War peace treaty was signed, which cancelled the unauthorized export of 

labor from China. This contributed to a massive influx of Chinese immigrants to Malaya. Work in 

Malacca was, not only for hire, but took many forms. One common form of migration to Malacca 

was the so-called Chinese recruiters operating in the port cities, where they even set up so-called 

labor recruitment agencies. Many Chinese who had already worked in Malacca gained experience, 

enabling them even to act as contractors, recruiting a team under their command.  

Since the nineteenth century, a massive influx of Chinese into Malay territory began, with migrant 

workers (kuli) coexisting with Chinese entrepreneurs in this flow. Initially, most Chinese saw this 

place more as a temporary refuge, but later many immigrants, living in the diaspora, adopted the 

territory of Malacca as their new place of residence. 

Beginning in 1877, government committees, the so-called Chinese Protectorates, began to be 

established in the British crown colony of the Straits Settlements to protect the rights of the Chinese 

population. 

[7, р.196]. 

These events testify to the value of the Chinese labor force, prized for its diligence. The exceptional 

diligence of the Chinese community in Malacca is particularly noted [8,p.40]. 

In particular, attention was paid to the transportation of the Chinese, the condition of their local 

residence, the signing of a contract, the payment of wages, and social protection. Another important 

factor in improving the situation of the Chinese community was the opening of Chinese consulates in 

Singapore in early 1881, in Pinang in 1893 and in Kuala Lumpur in 1933 [2]. 

In the 20th century, the Han community became important in socio-economic terms, second only to 

the British in the ethnic hierarchy system in Malaya. While initially the Chinese lived isolated from 
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the locals and Western colonists, not actively participating in social and political life, engaging only 

in trade, they later became active in other spheres of life.  

In 1911 the number of Han Chinese in Malaya reached 269,854, and in 1949 it reached 1 million [3]. 

And this figure only grew until the world economic crisis, which began in 1929 and lasted until 1933. 

The world crisis took a heavy toll on the economy of Southeast Asia, including Malacca. Malacca's 

domestic economy needed support, forcing the authorities to pass a law in 1929 restricting 

immigration to Malaya. Later, as Malacca's situation improved, the law was replaced by the 

"Foreigners Act" [21], from 1933, the flow of immigration decreased. Which was also due to the 

foreign policy of China, more precisely the conflict between Japan and China in 1937. The ensuing 

crisis, led residents to civil war, all these events contributed to the suspension of bilateral relations 

between China and Malaya. In this situation, the Chinese immigrant community was divided into two 

camps. 

The first camp included Chinese immigrants to Malaya, who felt discomfort due to their inability to 

return home as a result of China's internal and external conflicts, while the second camp included 

Chinese immigrants who decided to stay in Malaya, as many women and children fled from the 

occupied territories of China, which allowed the Chinese diaspora in Malacca to form family unions.  

Statistical studies conducted during this period show a significant increase in the Chinese community 

due to the military conflict between China and Japan [18].  

Another interesting fact cited in many works is that until the 1940s, the growth of the Chinese 

community in Malacca was associated with political instability in China, but since the 1950s, there 

has been a natural growth of the Chinese community in Malaysia. The Chinese community, unlike 

the Indian diaspora, has been very slow to assimilate with the local population, adhering to a more 

insular form of community. 

For example, many people in the Chinese community prefer to send their children to private schools 

where they are taught Chinese and its dialects along with the state language. 

Religiously, the Chinese community practices Buddhism and Taoism. It is actively involved in the 

political life of society. 

In 1955, an alliance of the UMNO, CAM (Chinese Association of Malaysia) and ICM (Indian 

Congress of Malaysia) parties is formed. All parties are built on the communal principle. With the 

emergence of this alliance, a political force appeared in the country, which was able to lead a wide 

segment of the population [11]. This proves the possibility of free expression of the will of the 

citizens of Malaysia, regardless of nationality, language and other activities. 

Summing up the comparison between the Indian and Chinese communities, there are many similar 

events that led them to immigration. This can be explained not only by the territorial proximity, but 

also by the colonial policy of the British Empire in the Southeast Asian region, which in this case 

even brought the neighboring peoples closer in this period. 

4. Conclusion 

Respect for ethnic diasporas has allowed Malaysia to avoid resentment and to overcome divisions 

and conflicts in the country, and the state's policy of religious tolerance has promoted cooperation 

and the creation of a region free of violence, where stability prevails and security, democratic and 

civil society ideas flourish.  
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Malaysia's current foreign policy is based on the principles and norms of international law and it has 

a policy of promoting peace, security, good neighborliness and stability in Southeast Asia.  

The relationship between Malaysia and India and China is vital and necessary for both countries 

because these states are connected not only by geographical proximity, but also by ancient cultural, 

religious and trade and economic relations. 

Historical experience proves that studying the history of religion and its values is a good basis for 

preserving peace in the country. It also contributes to the further strengthening of religious and 

cultural statehood and forms the basis for achieving inter-confessional harmony. 
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