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Preface 

When I was doing my fieldwork in Malaysia, many people were very surprised by my 
peregrinations: I had come from China, studied in the Netherlands, but did research on 
Malaysian history. How was this possible ? Now, it is time to give a brief explanation. I 
would have never imagined that one day I could have a chance to write a dissertation on 
Southeast Asian history when I was doing my MA studies on that region. During the 
academic year 1993-94, thanks to the exchange programme between the University of 
Amsterdam and Xiamen University, I was able to come to the Centre for Asian Studies 
Amsterdam (CASA) to study Malaysian history. There I formulated a PhD research proposal 
that has taken its final shape in this dissertation. 

Many people have contributed to this project and I apologize to those who have inadvertently 
been omitted from the following list. First of all, I am deeply indebted to Heather Sutherland, 
who introduced me to a new intellectual environment and helped me secure a PhD 
scholarship. As a promotor, she is always a source of intellectual inspiration, confidence, 
support, and understanding, letting students feel that she is always there for them. Therefore, 
I was not surprised when Ruth McVey told me in Singapore that I was fortunate to have such 
a dedicated supervisor. Secondly, I am very grateful to Cheah Boon Kheng, my co-promotor, 
who not only provided important supervision but also acted as a sponsor for my fieldwork in 
Malaysia. He is a very serious scholar imbued with great commitment and dedication. I 
enjoyed our many discussions in Penang and our frequent communications afterwards. 

I would like to thank all the members of my promotion committee: Peter Boomgaard, Leo 
Douw, Otto van den Muijzenburg, Mario Rutten, Willen van Schendel, and Willem Wolters 
for their willingness to review the thesis. Particularly, from the very beginning, Leo Douw, 
Mario Rutten, Otto van den Muijzenburg and Peter Post provided useful comments at various 
stages of the project. To Jan Breman, Hans Sonneveld, José Komen, Annelies Dijkstra, 
Albertine van Peursen, Miriam May, Karin Peperkamp, Teun Bijvoet, and other staff of 
ASSR/CASA, I am indebted for providing me with such a wonderful intellectual and home 
environment. I will fondly remember their kindness. 

The research was funded by the Netherlands Foundation for the Advancement of Tropical 
Research (WOTRO). CASA/ASSR provided welcome institutional support and extra funding. 
The Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) provided a travel and editing 
grant. I appreciate their generous support. 

I have to thank the Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister's Department, Malaysia, for 
granting me a one-year research permit. Particularly, I appreciate very much the help and 
support of its officials Leow Shing Onn and Munirah Abd. Manan. In Singapore, I was 
affiliated to the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. To its Executive Secretary Y.L. Lee, I 
am indebted for her efficient arrangements for my stay there. I wish to express my gratitude 
to Rajeswary Ampalavanar Brown for her indispensable help during my two periods of 
research in London, and to Jim Scott for his comments and for the invitation that allowed me 
to attend his programme at Yale. Chia Oai Peng, Lee Kam Hing, Loh Wei Leng, Tan Kim 
Hong, Teoh Shiau Kuan, Danny Wong, Diana Wong and Wong Hong Teng have made my 
stay in Malaysia and Singapore a beautiful memory. At different times, I received friendly 
encouragement and expert help from John Butcher, Radin Fernando, Michael Godley, Tim 



IV 

Harper, Paul Kratoska, Khoo Kay Jin, Khoo Kay Kim, Philip Kuhn, Ruth McVey, Tan Liok 
Ee, Wang Gungwu, and Zaharah bt. Haji Mahmud. 

Special thanks are also due to the staff of the Public Record Office, London; the Arkib 
Negara Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur; the Arkib Negara Malaysia, Kedah/Perlis; the British 
Library; the SOAS Library; Yale University Library; the University of Malaya Library; the 
University of Science Malaysia Library; Penang Public Library; the ISEAS Library;' the 
Library of the National University of Singapore; the National Library of Singapore; the 
Library of University of Amsterdam; and the Library of Royal Tropical Institute (KIT). 

Among my many informants, I should particularly thank Choong Khuat Hock, Choong Wah 
Theam, Ch'ng Hock Eng, Amy Choong Heah, Ong Choo Suat, Khoo Salmah Nasution, and 
Zaiton Ariffin. Kuan Wee Ming, Melissa Lee, Julie Tang, Tan Geok Pin, Tham Heng Yan, 
Yeow Chae Yin provided research assistance. Rosemary Robson-McKillop corrected the 
English text with great dedication. 

Of my fellow students, I should especially mention Erwiza Erman, Peter Keppy, Talja Potters, 
Pujo Semedi, Sikko Visscher, and Margit van Wessel. With them, I have frequently shared 
the ups and downs that accompanied the research process. Their emotional support and 
practical help, especially Sikko's, never failed throughout the whole project. With Eric 
Tagliacozzo, a Yale PhD candidate, I shared research experience and friendship from 
Singapore, to the Netherlands and Yale. 

Finally, to Sun Fusheng and his wife, I will never forget their support and care, without which 
I would not have had opportunity to study overseas. Chunling, who was forced to live an 
"unsettled" life for many years, I thank very much for her endurance and flexibility. My 
mother, who is illiterate and a widow since my father died more than thirty years ago, 
supported the whole family with five young children by herself. Moreover, she had been 
labelled as a "reactionary" during the Cultural Revolution. She has been a source of a silent 
motivation and inspiration. 

Needless to say, I bear full responsibility for the shortcomings in this study. 

Amsterdam, July 1999 


