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Forging the masses in 

Malaya: Mass mobilisation, 
the united front and 

revolutionary violence 
in Malaya, 1939–51

Marc H. Opper

One of the most significant challenges, both theoretical and practical, the 
Malayan Communist Party (MCP) faced was how to mobilise Malaya’s 
civilian population in support of the party. In the absence of a land 
revolution like that taking place in China, which delivered immediate, 
tangible results to the peasant population, the MCP’s leadership had to 
craft an ideological and political program that overcame the reluctance 
of the masses to commit to the revolution. This chapter shows that when 
confronted with the imperative of leading a revolution in a relatively 
developed capitalist colony, the MCP initially adopted a united-front 
strategy, but later discarded it and developed a novel Marxist-Leninist 
social ontology that held that violent struggle could forge resolute 
supporters of the MCP from often reluctant civilians. 

From its establishment, the MCP faced two major challenges, both 
theoretical and empirical: leading a revolution in a colony that was 
1)  relatively prosperous and 2) ethnically diverse. The first years 
of  the MCP’s existence were characterised by the search for a type of 
revolutionary theory that could reconcile the demands of revolution in 
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a multiethnic colony with the fact that most of the party’s members were 
ethnic Chinese.1 The MCP was founded in British Malaya in 1930 under 
the aegis of the Comintern and drew its membership primarily from the 
ethnic Chinese community. The MCP’s leadership and a not insignificant 
portion of its high-ranking cadres had fled to Malaya after the armed 
struggle by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) began in 1927. 

The CCP struggled in its own way to awaken the class consciousness 
of workers in cities and peasants in the countryside, but the CCP–
Guomindang (GMD) conflict and the sharp contradictions in the 
Chinese countryside provided ample opportunities for the CCP to 
mobilise peasants against the rural political economy. The CCP could 
elicit political participation by previously quiescent peasants by leading a 
land revolution that delivered tangible results. However, the experience of 
China could not be mechanically applied to Malaya given the significant 
differences between the two places and it fell to the MCP’s leaders to 
adapt Marxism-Leninism to the local context.

Cultivating class consciousness is both the end and the means by which 
the proletariat (or any other group targeted by communist parties for 
recruitment) comes to understand its place and commits to active and 
voluntary participation in the revolution. Often, communist theorists 
focused on a mixture of education and witnessing or participating in 
political agitation to cultivate class consciousness.

This chapter examines the evolution of the MCP’s theoretical 
understanding of how to mobilise support behind the party and shows 
that, from 1939 to 1951, it focused on how direct experience of politics 
(active or passive, peaceful or violent) could forge the masses into active 
participants in the Malayan revolution. This chapter takes as its focus 
the period during which the MCP adopted and then discarded a united-
front program in favour of a program of violent revolution. While the 
methods of revolution differed, a common thread ran through both bodies 
of theory: a belief that the masses could, in the absence of immediate 
tangible material benefits, be forged in political struggle and transformed 
into active supporters of the revolution. 

1  See Anna Belogurova, The Nanyang Revolution: The Comintern and Chinese Networks in Southeast 
Asia, 1890–1957 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2019), doi.org/10.1017/ 9781108 
635059.

http://doi.org/10.1017/9781108635059
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781108635059
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The analysis presented in this chapter differs from previous scholarship 
on the MCP’s ideology in two important ways. The first concerns its 
evidentiary basis: this chapter draws on a large body of Chinese-language 
materials that have been overlooked by existing scholarship on the MCP. 
The MCP was an overwhelmingly ethnic Chinese organisation and the 
party conducted its business (and its members their lives) almost entirely 
in Chinese, and much existing research on the MCP relies primarily 
on English-language translations of MCP documents made by British 
authorities during the Malayan Emergency.2 The materials include 
contemporaneous documents written by the MCP’s leadership, as well as 
memoirs of participants in the party’s long political and armed struggle 
against the Malayan Government. 

A second important way in which this analysis differs from existing 
scholarship is that it takes as its primary subject the theoretical approach 
the MCP adopted to understanding its political environment and how it 
sought to adapt Marxism-Leninism to the unique conditions of Malaya. 
As with communist revolutionaries elsewhere, the MCP’s theoreticians 
closely integrated theory and practice. However, this chapter seeks to focus 
on the former to highlight how the MCP’s leadership conceptualised their 
environment and charted a path forward for the revolution. In so doing, 
it adds detail to existing knowledge of the history of the MCP and shows 
that ideology played an important and underappreciated role in driving 
the party’s political behaviour. 

A Malayan united front
The first true attempt to adapt Marxism-Leninism to Malaya came from 
the MCP’s leader from 1939 to 1947, Lai Teck. Lai (1909–1947), born 
Trương Phước Đạt 張福達 in Phan Rang, Annam, French Indochina, 
joined the Thanh Niên, the forerunner of the Vietnamese Communist 

2  Anthony Short, In Pursuit of Mountain Rats: The Communist Insurrection in Malaya, Reprint 
(Singapore: Cultured Lotus, 2000 [1975]); Richard Stubbs, Hearts and Minds in Guerilla Warfare: The 
Malayan Emergency, 1948–1960 (Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 2004); Christopher Alan Bayly 
and Timothy Norman Harper, Forgotten Wars: Freedom and Revolution in Southeast Asia (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); John Coates, Suppressing Insurgency: An Analysis of the Malayan 
Emergency, 1948–1954 (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1992); Karl Hack, ‘“Iron Claws on Malaya”: 
The Historiography of the Malayan Emergency’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 30(1) (March 
1999): 99–125, doi.org/10.1017/S0022463400008043; Kumar Ramakrishna, Emergency Propaganda: 
The Winning of Malayan Hearts and Minds 1948–1958 (Richmond, UK: Curzon Press, 2002).

http://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463400008043
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Party, in 1929.3 Lai Teck was possessed of a keen intellect and was an avid 
reader of Marxist-Leninist texts. In March 1930, he became a member 
of the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) Saigon City Provisional 
Executive Committee; he was arrested in November of the same year and 
fled to Hong Kong. There, he met Hồ Chí Minh, who told him he was 
being sent to Moscow to study to develop talent for the revolution. On his 
way to the Soviet Union, Lai Teck was arrested in Suifenhe 绥芬河, on the 
Sino-Soviet border, in March 1931; he was released in early 1932, arrested 
in Shanghai in April 1933 and deported back to French Indochina. There, 
the French secret police, the Sûreté Générale, offered to spare Lai prison 
time if he acted as their agent in the ICP. Threatened and having already 
lost faith in communism, Lai Teck agreed. Unfortunately, Lai was well 
known in Saigon and was quickly unmasked as a spy. No longer of use to 
the French, Lai was handed to the Malayan Special Branch and, by late 
1934, he had made contact with the MCP, claiming he was a representative 
of the Comintern. 

Lai Teck rose to become head of the MCP by 1939, not only by virtue 
of his forged credentials, but also because he could ‘walk the walk’ of 
a Marxist-Leninist theorist. The MCP’s radical labour agitation of the 
early to mid-1930s failed to resonate with large numbers of Malayan mine 
and factory workers. When Lai took control of the party in 1939, he 
undertook a fundamental reorientation of the MCP’s political line and 
codified the central place of the united front. 

Though the MCP had previously declared Malaya’s revolution was of 
a bourgeois democratic nature, it never actually said the bourgeoisie should 
be included in any form (let alone as a class), stating only that the revolution 
had to occur under the leadership of the proletariat. The resolution of the 
sixth plenum stated explicitly that the national bourgeoisie should be part 
of the MCP’s revolution—that ‘in Malaya, where capitalist development 
is backward and still in its infancy, the reformist views [of nationalists] 
represent the Malayan bourgeoisie’, which made them progressive rather 
than reactionary.4

3  This paragraph is based on the account of Lai Teck’s life in Marc H. Opper, Counter/Revolutionary 
Hero: Lai Teck and the Communist Revolution in Southeast Asia (forthcoming).
4  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], 
ed., ‘Malaiya gongchandang diliuci zhongyang kuoda huiyi jueyi 馬來亞共產黨第六次中央擴
大會議決議 [Resolution of the Sixth Enlarged Plenum of the Malayan Communist Party]’, in 
Zhanqian dixia douzheng shiqi [er]: Fan faxisi, yuan-Hua kang-Ri jieduan 戰前地下鬬爭時期(二): 
反法西斯、援華抗日階段 [The Period of Prewar Underground Struggle (2): The Anti-Fascist, Support 
China, Anti-Japan Stage] (Kuala Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2010), 17. 
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This was an explicit rejection of guanmen zhuyi 關門主義 (‘closed-
doorism’)—the tendency of the MCP (and other communist parties) to 
recruit only proletarian elements and favour or join only organisations 
that were explicitly modelled on a communist party itself.5 Furthermore, 
the resolution said, ‘if we make use of pleasant-sounding “leftist” slogans 
among the broad, backward masses, the Party will become divorced from 
the masses [tuoli qunzhong 脫離羣衆] and isolated’. The MCP had to 
focus on attracting the masses and forging and xunlian 訓練 (‘training’) 
them through a period of legal and semilegal struggle. 

For Lai Teck, the revolution would prioritise inclusion over exclusion and 
making allies over attacking enemies. The masses, for their part, would be 
involved in the political process and, through that, they would develop 
the consciousness necessary to become active supporters of the MCP. 

A party divided: The MCP after World War II
When World War II abruptly ended in August 1945, the MCP was 
confronted with a novel challenge: reconciling its own goals for a postwar 
Malaya with those of the British. During the war, the MCP received 
logistical and material support from the Allies (the British specifically) 
and was nominally in alliance with them. The MCP’s official policy for the 
immediate postwar period was promulgated on 25 August 1945 and was 
titled ‘The Eight Point Democratic Program of the Malayan Communist 
Party’. In it, the MCP, headed by Lai Teck, laid out a list of objectives that 
were to form the core of the postwar MCP program. They included an 
alliance with the Allied Powers, bringing about a democratic government 
and the improvement of people’s livelihoods in Malaya.6 Though this 
was somewhat radical by the standards of prewar Malayan politics, this 
program was not the stuff of revolutionary communism. This program 

5  The Constitution of the Malayan Communist Party promulgated at the sixth plenum allowed 
workers, soldiers and peasants to join the party—as was to be expected—but also admitted a number 
of groups previously not allowed to enter the party or who would have been targets of MCP violence: 
handicraft workers, shimin 市民 (‘city residents’), intellectuals, students and the petty bourgeoisie. 
‘Malaiya gongchandang zhangcheng 馬來亞共產黨章程 [Constitution of the Malayan Communist 
Party]’, in 21st Century Press Editorial Department, The Period of Prewar Underground Struggle (2), 23. 
6  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], 
ed., ‘Malaiya gongchandang dangqian ba da zhuzhang 馬來亞共產黨當前八大主張 [The Eight-
Point Program of the Malayan Communist Party]’, in Zhanhou heping shiqi (yi): erzhan shengli yu 
kang-Rijun fuyuan 戰後和平時期(一): 二戰勝利與抗日軍復原 [The Postwar Period of Peace (1): 
Victory in the Second World War and the Demobilisation of the Anti-Japanese Army] (Kuala Lumpur: 21 
shiji chubanshe, 2012), 31.
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broke with the MCP’s wartime policy, the ‘Nine-Point Anti-Japanese 
Program’, by eliminating the call for the establishment of an independent 
Malaya, seeking instead self-government and eventual independence.7 

The decision to discard the call for immediate independence was based on 
Lai Teck’s perception of how the war had changed both Malaya and the 
international environment. In an accompanying document, he concluded 
that the political struggle was zhongxin 中心 (‘of primary importance’) and 
armed struggle was ciyao 次要 (‘of secondary importance’). The people 
of Malaya supported the MCP because it opposed the Japanese and 
because they wanted the Allies to return and improve people’s livelihoods. 
According to the document:

If we were to adopt armed struggle immediately we would become 
isolated and alienated from the people. This is a kind of extreme 
leftist Blanquist revolutionary action that is not suitable for the 
present circumstances8 … The high tide of national liberation 

7  The ‘Nine-Point Anti-Japanese Program’ was promulgated by the MCP’s Central Committee on 
20 February 1943. The nine points were: 1) expel the Japanese and establish a Democratic Republic of 
Malaya; 2) establish a government elected through universal suffrage; 3) absolute freedom of speech, 
the press, organisation and religion; 4) provide assistance to those in need and abolish high taxes and 
high-interest loans; 5) make the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army the armed forces of Malaya; 
6) establish universal, free, vernacular education; 7) confiscate and nationalise the property of the 
fascist powers and their collaborators; 8) implement national control of tariffs and establish treaties 
of friendship and trade with neighbouring countries; and 9) unite with the Soviet Union and China, 
support the oppressed peoples of the Far East and join in the struggle against Japanese fascism. 21 shiji 
chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], ed., ‘Malaiya 
gongchandang wei haozhao shixian kang-Ri gangling gao quan Ma ge minzu tongbao shu 馬來亞
共產黨爲號召實現抗日綱領告全馬各民族同胞書 [Proclamation by the Malayan Communist 
Party Calling on All Races in Malaya to Realise the Anti-Japanese Program]’, in Kang-Ri zhanzheng 
shiqi (yi): dang jun wenjianji 抗日戰爭時期(一): 黨軍文件集 [The Anti-Japanese Period (1): Party 
and Army Documents] (Kuala Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2011).
8  Blanquism:

advocates the use of clandestine methods and strict discipline to organise a small number 
of intellectuals and workers to undertake a sudden armed uprising to overthrow capitalist 
governments, establish revolutionary regimes and implement a dictatorship of the minority. 
Blanquists do not realise that the proletariat is the truly revolutionary class and as a result 
do not understand the necessity of organising a workers’ revolutionary political party and 
the importance of relying on the broad worker masses and carrying out class struggle. 
At the same time, they did not formulate a specific and concrete revolutionary program 
to educate the masses, make them aware of their interests, and drive them to unite and 
struggle. Marx and Engels praised the great revolutionary spirit of the Blanquists, but also 
sternly criticised their sectarianism and their adventurist tactics.

Wang Yaomin 王耀民, Zhuyi cidian 主義詞典 [Dictionary of Ideologies] (Hohehot, China: Yuanfang 
chubanshe, 2003), 54. Engels articulated the first major critique of Louis Auguste Blanqui and his 
methods in Friedrich Engels, ‘The Program of the Blanquist Fugitives from the Paris Commune’, Der 
Volksstaat (73) (26 June 1874), available from: www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1874/06/26.
htm. Rosa Luxemburg condemned the Leninist approach to revolution as Blanquist, in Rosa Luxemburg, 
‘Organizational Questions of the Russian Social Democracy (Part 1)’, [1904], Marxists Internet Archive, 
available from: www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1904/questions-rsd/ch01.htm. 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1874/06/26.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1874/06/26.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1904/questions-rsd/ch01.htm
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cannot be brought about through armed struggle. Instead, we must 
[adopt] a national united front … in the spirit of New Democracy. 
Only then can we bring about a high tide of national liberation. 
The development of democracy in Malaya and achieving the 
complete liberation of the Malayan people are inseparable and 
are a prerequisite to bringing about a [democratic] republic 
[of Malaya]. The national united front policy … encourages a 
democratic movement and alliance among Chinese, Malays, and 
Indians that serves as the main political, economic, and military 
force [of the national liberation movement]. The national united 
front is made up of not just revolutionary mass organisations, 
but of organisations that represent the interests of the masses 
… In  other words, all ethnic organisations should reflect the 
democratic wishes of all strata and parties and work together in 
the struggle [for national liberation].9

The insistence that political rather than armed struggle should take 
precedence indicates Lai Teck understood the limitations imposed on 
the party by the postwar environment, but he believed the prospects for 
a revolution and national liberation were good as long as the party did not 
go beyond what the objective circumstances allowed.

We also see in this document the first admission of a split between Lai Teck 
and a group of unnamed radicals who insisted on taking a more militant 
approach against the British. While the true scope of opposition to Lai 
remains unclear, even in the days immediately after the war, it reached a 
level that required a direct refutation in a document promulgated by the 
party’s leadership. At least one group of radicals was in Kedah and was 
led by Chin Loh 陳魯 (Chen Lu, also known as Ah Woh 阿和 [Ah He] 
or Chin Khai 陳凱 [Chen Kai]), Chin Koh 陳古 (Chen Gu) and Chong 
Yoon 張雲 (Zhang Yun). In their capacity as leaders of the Kedah State 
Committee, these three decided to implement the Nine-Point Anti-
Japanese Program and rename the MCP’s armed forces from the Malayan 
People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA) to the Malayan Liberation Army. 
Lai Teck handled the situation by dispatching Chin Peng to oversee the 
abolition of this newly created ‘Liberation Army’ and the reassignment 
of all its commanders to prevent them from attempting to reestablish 
an anti-British force. Chin resolved the issue without bloodshed and 
dispatched several men from his party apparatus in Perak to take over 

9  21st Century Press Editorial Department, ed., ‘Malaya gongchandang zhongyang yijian 馬來亞共
產黨中央意見 [Views of the Central Committee of the Malayan Communist Party]’, in The Postwar 
Period of Peace (1), 35.
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command of forces in Kedah.10 Though rumbling continued among the 
MCP leadership, Lai Teck’s political line carried the day and the party 
apparatus set about implementing it.

Lai argued the MCP’s armed struggle must acknowledge Malaya’s period 
of historical development and that only through the development of a 
guangfan minzu tongyi zhanxian 廣泛民族統一戰綫 (‘broad national 
united front’) that appealed to as large a constituency as possible could 
the MCP muster the strength necessary to challenge the British. After the 
initial split in the party was resolved, Lai Teck’s argument was accepted 
by the leadership and considered appropriate given the conditions in 
Malaya.11 As a means of reinforcing the importance of the united front, Lai 
undertook a systematic enumeration of the MCP’s history, emphasising 
the role of the united front. The result of Lai’s efforts was Nandao zhi chun 
南島之春 (‘Spring in the Southern Islands’), the first official history of the 
party, which sought to demonstrate the correctness of the united front 
during the war against Japan.12 It was the correctness of the united front 
and its concrete results both during and after the war that made the MCP 
the ‘headquarters of Malaya’s national liberation struggle’.13 

10  Xin-Ma qiaoyou hui 新馬僑友會 [Singapore–Malaya Overseas Chinese Friendship Association], 
Malaiya renmin kang-Ri jun 馬來亞人民抗日軍 [The Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army] (Hong 
Kong: Witness Publishing Company, 1992), 372–73; Kuo Jen-te 郭仁德 [Guo Rende], ‘Shenmi 
Lai Te 神秘萊特 [The Mysterious Lai Teck]’, in Ma Xin Kang-Ri Shiliao 馬新抗日史料 [Historical 
Materials of Malay(si)a and Singapore on the Anti-Japanese War] (Johor Bahru, Malaysia: Caihong 
Chuban Youxian Gongsi, 1999), 271–72; C.C. Chin [Chen Jian 陳劍], ‘In Search of the Revolution: 
A Brief Biography of Chin Peng’, in Dialogues with Chin Peng: New Light on the Malayan Communist 
Party, C.C. Chin and Karl Hack, eds (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2004), 352. The Kedah 
leadership incident took place on 21 August 1945; the promulgation of the Eight-Point Program, Lai 
Teck’s explanation of it and his refutation of the radicals took place on 25 August 1945. Despite Chin 
Peng’s important role in this intraparty dispute, he made no mention of it in his memoir or during 
any of his interviews. 
11  This was the verdict of Chin Peng, who by this time had been elevated to the Central Committee. 
Chin and Hack, Dialogues with Chin Peng, 118.
12  Though the practical applications of these documents are outside the scope of this chapter, the 
codification of a leader’s ideology requires that others in the organisation study it, understand it and 
reference it in their own writing and proposals. Furthermore, such documents serve as introductory 
materials for new recruits into the party. Cheah Boon Kheng 謝文慶, From PKI to the Comintern, 
1924–1941: The Apprenticeship of the Malayan Communist Party—Selected Documents and Discussion 
(Ithaca, NY: Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, 1992), 101.
13  Lai Te 萊特 [Lai Teck], ‘Wei minzu tuanjie, minzhu ziyou, minsheng gaishan er douzheng 爲
民族團結, 民主自由, 民生改善而鬬爭 [Struggle for National Unity, Democracy, Freedom and 
Improving People’s Livelihoods]’, in 21st Century Press Editorial Department, The Postwar Period of 
Peace (1), 128–29.
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There is compelling evidence of a split in the MCP leadership after the 
war, but what of the rank and file? There appears to have been a widespread 
perception among soldiers and commanders in the MPAJA that the 
Japanese surrender presented the MCP with a golden opportunity to take 
control of the country. The demobilisation order and its accompanying 
instruction to turn weapons over to the British were met with puzzlement 
by some of the soldiers who believed that such a policy amounted to an 
act of zihui changcheng 自毀長城 (‘supreme self-destruction’). To show 
their displeasure, they fired off their remaining ammunition and destroyed 
their guns before turning them over to the British, determined they could 
not be used against them in the future. The MCP’s better weapons were 
hidden for later use either by the party itself or by soldiers who refused 
to fully comply with the MCP orders.14 All demobilising MPAJA soldiers 
were given 350 Malayan dollars, the Burma Star medal and 1939–1945 
Star ribbons.15 To show their dissatisfaction, some soldiers simply threw 
their ribbons in the street like trash and, even as they kept the Burma Star, 
some regarded it as little more than a token of ‘imperialist charity’.16 

Members of the MCP who demobilised and returned home became the 
core of the MCP organisation throughout Malaya. However, working 
within the limits of the law took a toll on the organisation and its members. 
In 1946, there were two intraparty disputes, both of which involved state-
level party apparatuses voicing opposition to Lai Teck’s political line. The 
first of these took place early in the year and was called the Bei-Rou Zuzhi 
Weiji 北柔組織危機 (Northern Johore Organisational Crisis). The 
second took place in the autumn and was called the Xuezhou Zuzhi Weiji 
雪州組織危機 (‘Selangor Organisational Crisis’). According to Shan 
Ru-hong, a Negeri Sembilan state-level official dispatched to Selangor 
to undertake a zhengdun 整頓 (‘rectification’) of the organisation there, 
organisational crises were defined by ‘a diminution of the revolutionary 
zeal of Party members, a weak concept of organization, individualism, 

14  Kuo, ‘The Mysterious Lai Teck’, 275–76; Shan Ruhong 單汝洪 [A’Hai 阿海; A’Cheng 阿成], 
Cong ‘ba kuo’ dao kang-Ying zhanzheng: Ma gong zhongyang zhengzhiju weiyuan A’Cheng huiyilu 從「
八擴」到抗英戰爭 : 馬共中央政治局委員阿成囘憶錄 [From the Eighth Enlarged Plenary Session 
to the Anti-British War: The Memoirs of A’Cheng, Member of the Politburo of the Malayan Communist 
Party] (Kuala Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2006), 6.
15  Harry Miller, The Communist Menace in Malaya (New York, NY: Frederick A. Praeger, 1954), 60.
16  Chong Chor 張佐 [Zhang Zuo], Wode banshiji: Zhang Zuo huiyilu 我的半世紀: 張佐囘憶錄 
[My Half-Century: The Memoirs of Chong Chor] (Kuala Lumpur: Zhang Yuan, 2005), 228–29.
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liberalism, and laxity in work’—all of which he and his colleagues believed 
could be traced to low morale resulting from the decision to demobilise 
the MPAJA.17

Gerald de Cruz, who was intimately involved in MCP activities in 
Singapore and Malaya, said there was ‘a large groundswell of frustration 
amongst the rank-and-file over the difficulties of the “peaceful united 
front” struggle’.18 He stated that, by December 1946, ‘voices had been 
raised’ at the MPAJA Ex-Servicemen’s Association annual meeting 
‘demanding a return to the jungle and armed insurrection’.19 MCP cadres 
working in the field felt the pressure from other party members as well 
as ethnic Chinese workers who demanded armed action in response to 
British pressure on organised labour and nationalist organisations.20 Even 
so, the men and women in the MCP and Ex-Servicemen’s Association 
were highly disciplined and largely followed their orders—in this case, to 
jiejia guitian 解甲歸田 (‘cast off their armour and return to their fields’). 
Whatever confusion, anger or resentment they had towards the MCP’s 
policies, they returned to their homes and families and sought to earn 
a living, much as they had before the Japanese invasion.

The united front repudiated
As the previous section showed, the decision to demobilise the MCP’s 
armed forces after the war and pursue the party’s goals within the 
bounds of British-ruled Malaya was a controversial one within the MCP. 
Dissatisfaction with Lai Teck’s policies led members of the Central 
Committee to plot his downfall. In October 1946, Chin Peng and Yeung 
Kuo (Yang Guo 楊果) decided to indirectly confront Lai over what they 
perceived to be inconsistencies between his evaluation of the international 
situation and his handling of party funds. Cowed by criticism from 

17  Shan, From the Eighth Enlarged Plenary Session to the Anti-British War, 24–31; Chin Peng 陳平, 
My Side of History, Ian Ward and Norma O. Miraflor, eds (Singapore: Media Masters, 2003), 165. 
18  Michael R. Stenson and Gerald de Cruz, The 1948 Communist Revolt in Malaya: A Note on 
Historical Sources and Interpretation and a Reply (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 
1971), 29.
19  ibid., 29.
20  San Loh Hong 单汝洪 [Shan Ruhong], Senmeilan kang-Ri youji zhanzheng huiyilu 森美蘭抗
日游擊戰爭囘憶錄 [Recollection of the Anti-Japanese Guerilla War in Negeri Sembilan] (Hong Kong: 
Nandao chubanshe, 1999), 174; Cheah Boon Kheng 謝文慶, Red Star Over Malaya: Resistance and 
Social Conflict during and after the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1941–46 (Singapore: NUS Press, 
2012), 243.
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Chen Yong and the rest of the Central Committee, Lai Teck said he was 
unwell and would take a vacation to recuperate and improve his Chinese. 
According to Chin Peng, at this time, Lai took Chin into his confidence, 
telling him he was a diligent worker and capable leader, and apparently 
suggesting Chin should be acting secretary-general in Lai’s absence.21

Though Lai Teck remained in power in 1946, his position was increasingly 
tenuous. After a brief meeting of the Central Committee on 28 February 
1947 at which he was confronted by other members about how he ran 
the party and his own lifestyle, he decided to flee Malaya—just before 
a subsequent meeting of the Central Committee on 5 March 1947.22 
Chin Peng and Yeung Kuo then undertook an investigation of Lai’s 
history because both had a sixiang zhengzhi shuiping he geming jingtixing 
bijiao gao 思想政治水平和革命警惕性比較高 (‘relatively high-level 
understanding of political theory and revolutionary vigilance’). It was 
they, but especially Yeung, who raised questions about Lai Teck’s political 
line and led others to doubt it even before Lai fled.23 

The repudiation of Lai Teck began in earnest in March 1948 at the Fourth 
Plenum of the Ninth Enlarged Plenary Session of the Central Committee 
as the party completed its internal reorganisation and tensions with 
the British increased. Chin and Yeung condemned the MCP’s postwar 

21  Chin, My Side of History, 167–73.
22  Chin Peng states a meeting took place in January 1947 at which Lai Teck was supposed to 
appear but did not, sparking the manhunt and subsequent investigation. Chin, My Side of History, 
174–75. This is incorrect according to statements by other MCP members and scholars who have 
examined this part of the MCP’s history. Lo Su Moh 羅須磨, ‘Lai Te shizong qianhou 萊特失蹤前
後 [The Disappearance of Lai Teck]’, in Zhanhou heping shiqi (san): neijian Lai Te shijian jiemi 戰後
和平時期(三): 內奸萊特揭秘 [The Postwar Period of Peace (3): Revealing the Traitor Lai Teck], 21 
shiji chubanshe bianjibu 二十一世紀編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], ed. (Kuala 
Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2012), 319; Kuo, ‘The Mysterious Lai Teck’, 310. Short is the only 
scholar who provides a precise date for the February meeting. Short, In Pursuit of Mountain Rats, 
41. He is certainly correct; a late-February meeting and a brief recess would have made Lai Teck’s 
disappearance such a shock. Short and Comber differ as to the date of Lai’s disappearance, with Short 
dating it 6 March and Comber, 5 March. Leon Comber, ‘“Traitor of All Traitors”—Secret Agent 
Extraordinaire: Lai Teck, Secretary-General, Communist Party of Malaya (1939–1947)’, Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 83(2) (2010): 15n.60, doi.org/10.1353/ras.2010.0005. 
Both are correct. According to the party’s official documents on Lai Teck, he departed on the evening 
of 5 March and his disappearance was noticed on 6 March. ‘Yue shijian jianche he baogao 岳事件檢
查和報告 [Investigation and Report of the Yueh Incident]’, 101, 118, ‘Lai Te shijian wengao 萊特
事件文告 [Statement on the Lai Teck Incident]’, 168, and ‘Neijian Lai Te shijian de jingguo 內奸萊
特事件的經過 [How the Incident of the Traitor Lai Teck Unfolded]’, 190, all in 21st Century Press 
Editorial Department, The Postwar Period of Peace (3).
23  21st Century Press Editorial Department, ‘How the Incident of the Traitor Lai Teck Unfolded’, 
189–90.
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political line as a youqing touxiang zhuyi de luxian 右傾投降主義的路
綫 (‘right deviationist capitulationist line’) and a shiqu jieji lichang de 
youqing jihui zhuyi luxian 失去階級立場的右傾機會主義路綫 (‘right 
opportunist political line devoid of a class standpoint’). This manifested 
in the MCP’s political line ‘lagging behind the objective situation and the 
demands of the masses’—specifically, in abandoning movement towards 
independence, ‘unprincipled compromise’ with British imperialism, 
‘unprincipled appeasement of reactionary political parties, unprincipled 
subservience to the petty bourgeoisie, an unwillingness to lead the masses, 
and an unwillingness to unleash [fadong 發動] a mass struggle’.24

With Chin Peng in charge, he and the other members of the Central 
Committee promulgated a new political line designed to bring about 
the changes they sought. The revolution, they said, should be led by the 
proletariat in a united front that brought together all forces with whom 
it was possible to unite. However, the leadership of the proletariat in the 
movement was not open to question. Specifically, the proletariat must 
have leadership within the shangceng 上層 (‘upper levels’) of political 
parties affiliated with the struggle and leadership of the organisations 
and movements at xiaceng 下層 (‘lower levels’). Only by exercising 
comprehensive leadership of the movement could the proletariat be 
said to truly lead it. As for the bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie, the 
leadership of the proletariat would ‘naturally’ prod them into becoming 
part of the movement.25

The fall of Lai Teck came as a surprise to the MCP’s rank and file and, 
while morale did fall among some, the shift in policy appears to have 
met with widespread approval. De Cruz recalled of that period: ‘I am 
certain that when the change in policy came it was hailed by [frustrated 
ex-MPAJA servicemen] as both correct and welcome.’26 Chong Chor, 
then an MCP district-level cadre, recalled the increasingly militant tone 
of MCP proclamations was greeted with enthusiasm among the party 
membership, who felt under serious pressure from the British authorities.27

24  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], 
ed., ‘Muqian xingshi yu dang de zhengzhi luxian 目前形勢與黨的政治路綫 [The Present Situation 
and the Party’s Political Line]’, in Zhanhou heping shiqi (er): erzhan shengli yu kang-Rijun fuyuan 戰後
和平時期(二): 戰後的自治獨立運動 [The Postwar Period of Peace (2): The Postwar Self-Government 
and Independence Movement] (Kuala Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2012), 140.
25  ibid., 146–47.
26  Stenson and de Cruz, The 1948 Communist Revolt in Malaya, 29.
27  Chong, My Half-Century, 259.
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After the fall of Lai Teck, the MCP embarked on a more aggressive 
approach to organising labour. As MCP-led strikes paralysed Malaya in 
mid to late 1947, Chinese businessmen and merchants increasingly felt the 
MCP was directing its efforts not at the British, but at them. Chang Ming 
Ching (Zhang Mingjin 張明今), the MCP’s representative in Singapore, 
heard as much personally from prominent businessman Lee Kong Chian 
(Li Guangqian 李光前). In a meeting with Tan Kah Kee (Chen Jiageng 
陳嘉庚) and Hu Yuzhi 胡愈之, Lee, himself a member of the CCP, told 
Chang ‘the MCP leadership’s strike movement is committing a leftist error 
by not uniting with all possible forces [in Malaya] and are [sic] alienating 
the national bourgeoisie’.28

The MCP’s abandonment of the united front in general and the 
Chinese bourgeoisie in particular was complete by the time the Malayan 
Emergency unfolded in earnest. In June 1949, the MCP stated that the 
‘middle and upper strata of the national bourgeoisie’ were traitors and ‘our 
basic attitude is to resolutely and ruthlessly attack them … to attack them 
politically and economically, or attack them using armed force. We can 
change our tactics as necessary, but our basic attitude is to attack them.’29

An important part of the MCP’s June 1949 directive was a call for an 
increase in revolutionary violence. The document, drafted largely by Yeung 
Kuo with contributions from Lee An Tung (Li Andong 李安東) stated 
that rubber plantations and trees were to be destroyed, ‘so that it will be 
impossible for them to restore production’, as was infrastructure, including 
roads, railways, bridges, trucks and powerlines. The MCP believed such 
operations would qianzhi 牽制 (‘slow’) and miluan 迷亂 (‘confuse’) the 
British and, by destroying its communication and infrastructure links, 

28  Kuo, ‘The Mysterious Lai Teck’, 307–8. Hu Yu-chih (Hu Yuzhi 胡愈之) was dispatched to 
Singapore in July 1940 by Zhou Enlai. While in Singapore, he befriended Tan Kah Kee and became 
editor of Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報 (‘South Seas Commercial Daily’). He spent the war in Sumatra 
and returned to Singapore in late September 1945. Soon after, he reestablished communication with 
the CCP in Singapore and was directed to stay on to engage in educational and propaganda work. 
The fruits of his efforts included Nan Chiau Jit Poh 南僑日報 (‘Straits Chinese Morning Post’) and 
Feng Xia 風下 (Land Below the Wind). Yu You 于友, Hu Yuzhi 胡愈之 (Beijing: Qunyan chubanshe, 
2013), 243–88; Bayly and Harper, Forgotten Wars, 197–98. 
29  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Division], ed., 
‘Muqian de xingshi he renwu 目前的形勢和任務 [The Present Situation and Tasks]’, in Kang-Ying 
zhanzheng shiqi (yi): dangjun wenjian ji 抗英戰爭時期(一): 黨軍文件 [The Anti-British War (1): 
Party and Army Documents], Reprint (Kuala Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2015 [1949]), 116.
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increase economic and fiscal pressure on the government, diminish and 
further disperse its forces and make it more difficult to carry out large-
scale counterinsurgency operations against the MCP.30

These operations were to be carried out by both the zhuli 主力 (‘main 
forces’) of the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA) and the 
guerilla forces, for whom this bixu ba zhe yi renwu dangwei benshen de zui 
zhuyao de renwu 必須把這一任務當為本身的最主要的任務 (‘must 
be their primary mission’). The Min Yuen, the MNLA’s civilian branch, 
was also enlisted in this mission and instructed that it should be richang 
huodong zhiyi 日常活動之一(‘among [their] daily tasks’). MCP members 
at the qu 區 (‘district level’) or in zhibu 支部 (‘local cells’) were to lead 
them qinshen 親身 (‘personally’).31

Even in this relatively early stage of the Emergency, the MCP was 
experiencing difficulties in eliciting compliance from civilians. The MCP 
stated this was a product of the zisi 自私 (‘selfishness’) of the masses and 
reflected their luohou 落後 (‘backwardness’) (as opposed to jinbu 進步 
[‘progressiveness’]). The MCP leadership stated this was a temporary 
problem and could be overcome:

The masses achieve progress through a tortuous and winding 
process, a process of struggle and forging [duanlian 鍛煉] 
[through struggle]. This struggle and forging is [sic] inseparable 
from the resolute political and military leadership of the Party and 
the Liberation Army.32

This forging through struggle applied to violence emanating from both 
the British and, more importantly, the MCP itself. In the context of 
Malaya and of other Marxist-Leninist parties more generally, this is a 
novel social ontology, one that emphasises the role of violence as not just 
a motivator of immediate action, but also the catalyst for a longer-term 
devotion to the revolution. 

The MCP’s change in course and adoption of a strategy focused on violent 
political struggle fundamentally changed the relationship between it and 
the masses. A united-front program in Malaya, as in China, required the 
party to focus its energies on gaining an understanding of the masses and 

30  ibid., 133.
31  ibid., 132.
32  ibid., 113.
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their interests and finding a way to reconcile those with the desire of the 
party to establish a socialist state; if the party acted in the interests of the 
masses, the latter would develop some form of political consciousness and 
support the party. The violent program adopted under Chin Peng put 
the MCP firmly in control; the party did not need to understand the 
masses because its leadership—schooled in the works of Marx, Lenin, 
Stalin and Mao—knew what was best for the masses. Cultivating political 
consciousness among the masses was no longer a concern. 

It is important to emphasise here that the MCP’s leadership sought to 
draw on the same logic deployed by Lai Teck 10 years earlier: the masses 
could be made into willing and active participants in the revolution if 
they were introduced to the revolution by the party. However, a crucial 
difference is that Lai Teck envisioned the masses’ period of stewardship as 
one in which they were active in largely legal and non-lethal politics. By 
contrast, the MCP’s 1949 political line reflected a belief that the masses 
could be made into supporters by being subjected to violence. 

The MCP’s centrally promulgated policies were quickly put into practice 
throughout Malaya. The slashing of rubber trees was deeply unpopular, 
as was the firebombing of buses. However, the result of these operations, 
to quote one MCP commander at the time, Chong Chor, was often to 
‘harm the interests of the masses’, as rubber tappers, bus drivers, ticket 
sellers and others lost their jobs while the largest shareholders or owners 
lost relatively little because many had insurance.33

The MCP’s policy of confiscating identification (ID) cards from civilians 
was also deeply unpopular but was nevertheless implemented, even in the 
face of civilian resistance. Chong recalled that after his unit successfully 
captured part of Bidor, they confiscated the ID cards of all the civilians they 
could find ‘and explained our reasons for doing so. However, explaining it 
was one thing; whether the masses accepted it was something else entirely 
… Whether it was the correct [policy] or not was something [for us] 
to think about later.’34 Another guerilla, Tseng Han-tien, operating in 
another part of Perak, also recalled that civilians had a deep dislike of the 

33  Chong, My Half-Century, 319–20.
34  ibid., 310.
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MCP’s policies during this time, especially the confiscation of ID cards.35 
Refusal by civilians to comply with the MCP’s demands had serious 
consequences. Individual villagers were sometimes murdered and, in rare 
circumstances, entire villages were burned to the ground.36

The overwhelmingly negative reaction of civilians to the MCP’s policies 
led it to reevaluate its strategy in late 1951. The result, the October 1951 
Resolutions, stated the MCP’s primary mistakes had resulted in the party 
committing leftist errors and, because these errors emanated from the party 
centre, they were reflected in the party’s work throughout Malaya. The 
MCP admitted it did not properly balance the interests of the masses and 
of the revolution and, as a result, demanded too much from the masses. 
Echoing Mao Zedong’s dictum, the MCP stated the revolution should be 
waged in a way that was youli, youli, youjie 有理有利有節 (‘reasonable, 
beneficial and restrained’). No struggle should take place without careful 
consideration of the costs and benefits of strategies in which the masses 
would suffer losses.37 The MCP also admitted its handling of the classes in 
Malaya was incorrect and it had erred in declaring the entire bourgeoisie 
to be its enemy. 

The October Resolutions stated for the first time since Lai Teck controlled 
the party that the MCP must guard against ‘leftist’ deviations and that such 
deviations posed the greatest threat to the revolution.38 The resolutions 

35  Tseng Han-tien 曾漢添, ‘Zhuanzhan bianqu 轉戰邊區 [Shifting Battles in the Border Region]’, 
in Man Man Lin Hai Lu 漫漫林海路 [Journey Through the Boundless Greenwood], Jianzheng congshu 
bianweihui 見證叢書編委會 [Editorial Committee of the Witness Series], ed. (Hong Kong: 
Xianggang jianzheng chubanshe, 2003), 114.
36  For an account of a particularly brutal murder, see ‘Yi Keji Jiaogong Canzao Baotu Dushou 
一客籍膠工慘遭暴徒毒手 [Hakka Rubber Tapper Violently Killed by Bandits]’, Nanyang Siang 
Pau 南洋商報 [South Seas Commercial News], 12 October 1952, 11. The most well-known instance 
of this kind of collective punishment was when the MCP destroyed the village of Simpang Tiga 
in Sitiawan, Perak. ‘Shizhaoyuan Santiaolu Jiechang Baotu Conghuo, Jin Qian Nanmin Shisuo, 
Pile Shujiao Gonghui Juan Wubaiyuan Jiuji, Mahua Fenhui Huyu Inzhong Juanzeng Yiwu 實兆
遠三條路街塲暴徒縱火近千難民失所吡叻樹膠公會捐五百元救濟馬華分會呼籲民衆捐贈
衣物 [Bandits Set Fire to Simpang Tiga, Sitiawan, Nearly 1,000 Homeless, Perak Rubber Tapper’s 
Association Donates $500 Dollars in Aid, Local Chapter of the Malayan Chinese Association Calls on 
People to Donate Clothing, Daily Necessities]’, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報 [South Seas Commercial 
News], 5 February 1950, 10. ‘The Village the Bandits Can’t Destroy’, The Straits Times, [Singapore], 
10 February 1950, 5.
37  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], 
ed., ‘Wei zhengqu zhanzheng gengda shengli er douzheng 爲爭取戰爭的更大勝利而鬬爭 
[Struggle to Achieve a Greater Victory in the Revolutionary War]’, in Kang-Ying zhanzheng shiqi 
(er): Dangjun wenjian ji (xu) 抗英戰爭時期(二): 黨軍文件(續) [The Anti-British War (2): Party and 
Army Documents (Vol.2)] (Kuala Lumpur: 21 shiji chubanshe, 2015), 24–29.
38  ibid., 47.
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stated the party needed to increase its understanding of the masses and 
their beliefs through concerted investigation and diaocha yanjiu 調
查硏究 (‘research’) and if the masses did not accept the MCP’s views 
or policies, they should be changed and brought back to the masses.39 
If  these revisions violated the spirit or letter of the MCP’s policies, the 
MCP should talk to the masses again. If they still did not agree, the MCP 
should cease implementation of those policies and contact higher levels of 
the party for advice.40

Though the MCP existed in a plural society, it did not devote substantial 
attention to matters of race. The only comprehensive statement on the 
matter from the MCP came in 1952. 

For the MCP under Chin Peng, even though there were differences 
among the races—with ethnic Malays considered the most luohou 落後 
(‘backward’)—it was argued the interests of the proletarian class of each 
race were identical. Consequently, all the races stood to benefit from the 
revolution, which was a matter of general principle, a pubian zhenli 普
遍眞理 (‘universal truth’). The party was organised around a guoji zhuyi 
國際主義 (‘internationalist’) proletarian ideology, not ethnic minzu 
yuanze 民族原則 (‘nationalist principles’). The MCP sought the creation 
of a proletarian vanguard, proletarian mass organisations, a proletarian 
fighting force led by the MCP and the establishment of a proletarian 
regime in Malaya, not a country starkly divided along racial lines.41

39  To facilitate this transformation, in 1952, the MCP reprinted and distributed a book titled 
Zenyang zuo diaocha yanjiu gongzuo 怎樣做調查硏究工作 (How to Carry out Investigation and 
Research Work), which was originally published in 1947 in China as Diaocha yanjiu rumen 調查研究
入門 (Primer on Survey Research) by Bai Tao 白韜 (Dai Botao 戴伯韜), an educator and researcher 
working with the CCP. Bai Tao 白韜, Zenyang zuo diaocha yanjiu gongzuo 怎樣做調查硏究工作 
[How to Carry out Investigation and Research Work] (Johore, Malaya: Hongxingbao she, 1952). 
40  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], 
ed., ‘Malaiya gongchandang zhongyang zhengzhiju guanyu zhixing “dang de poqie renwu” de 
gongzuo zhishi 馬來亞共產黨中央政治局關於執行「黨的迫切任務」的工作指示 [MCP 
Central Politburo Directive on the Implementation of “The Party’s Urgent Tasks”]’, in The Anti-
British War (2), 67.
41  21 shiji chubanshe bianjibu 21世紀出版社編輯部 [21st Century Press Editorial Department], 
ed., ‘Malaiya gongchandang zhongyang weiyuanhui guanyu Ma, Yin gongzuo de zhengce wenti de 
jueyi 馬來亞共產黨中央委員會關於馬、印工作的政策問題的決議 [Malayan Communist 
Party Central Committee Resolution on Problems in Malay and Indian Policy]’, in The Anti-British 
War (2), 91–109.



EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

216

Conclusion: Ideology in the Malayan 
revolution
Both Lai Teck and the post-Lai leadership saw the MCP as a steward of 
the masses in the Malayan revolution. Where the two differed, however, 
was how they envisioned the conditions under which the masses would 
come to support the revolution. For Lai, the masses would be ‘forged’ 
through struggle, to be sure, but a struggle that sought to allow the masses 
to dictate its tempo and nature, led by the MCP. This dialectic, Lai would 
probably say, ensured a balance between the demands of the revolutionary 
elite and the demands of the masses. 

By contrast, the post–Lai Teck leadership believed violence could and 
should be used to induce the masses to embrace the revolution. In this 
conception, the MCP possessed a sagacity that enabled it to see beyond 
the narrow interests that so often dictated the actions of the masses. The 
MCP, seeing the reluctance of the masses to participate in the revolution, 
committed itself to forcing them; if the masses did not see the full picture, 
they would be made to see it; if the masses did not consider the longer-
term interests of Malaya, they would be made to consider them. In the 
context of the Malayan Emergency, the best way to make the masses 
participants in the revolution was the application of violence. It did not 
matter whether that violence came from the MCP or the British; either 
way, the MCP’s leadership believed, the masses would see there were two 
sides in the war and armed struggle with the MCP was the only way out. 

Though Lai Teck was a spy for the forces of counterrevolution (France, the 
United Kingdom and Japan) and became disillusioned with communism, 
he nevertheless retained an aptitude for (and probably an enjoyment of ) 
composing new types of political theory. Whatever his motivations, Lai’s 
united-front approach to the revolution echoed that of other communist 
parties—notably, that of the CCP from 1935 to 1949 under Mao 
Zedong, where the pursuit of a broad united front enabled the CCP to 
survive and thrive even when targeted by the Japanese military or Chinese 
Nationalist forces. 

By contrast, the MCP’s Emergency-era program of forging the masses 
through violent struggle appears most like the approach adopted more 
than 20 years later by the Shining Path under Abimael Guzmán, who 
believed continuous mass violence could transform Peruvian peasants into 



217

6. FORGING THE MASSES IN MALAYA

active supporters of the revolution. While the initial decision to take up 
arms against the British in 1948 may not have been dictated by the MCP’s 
ideology, its political strategy—most notably, the campaign of economic 
sabotage and its coercion of civilians—was a direct product of the MCP’s 
attempts to apply an ideology of Marxism-Leninism to Malaya. Practically 
all previous scholarship on the Emergency documents the brutality of the 
MCP’s polices from 1949 until 1951 but leaves unexplored the MCP’s 
theoretical understanding of its political environment and the ideological 
justification it crafted for its policies. 

A focus on the theoretical underpinnings of the MCP’s political ideology 
adds to the understanding of both the MCP’s history and the unique 
role ideology can play in civil wars, insurgencies and contentious politics 
more generally. With a few notable exceptions, there has been little 
focused examination of the MCP’s political ideology.42 As a result, the 
MCP appears in much academic research as an ideologically motivated 
communist party without a carefully articulated or considered ideology. 
This is very likely because the MCP’s premier theoretical heavyweight, Lai 
Teck, was a spy and his ‘theoretical contributions’ were merely a tool to 
weaken the MCP. Yet another possible explanation is the MCP’s ideology 
did not seem to gain much traction among Malaya’s citizens, leading to 
the MCP’s defeat by the British. 

The lack of space given to the MCP’s ideological development may also 
be a result of organisational dynamics within the MCP itself. Throughout 
the party’s history, those who used political theory to advance their 
positions (or alternative policies) were often violently purged from the 
organisation. One of the MCP’s first and most promising theoreticians 
was Boo Chih Fu 鄔熾夫 (Wu Chifu), who articulated a theoretically 
sophisticated objection to the MCP’s relatively radical policies of the early 
1930s. The split Boo induced was resolved by none other than Lai Teck, 
who used the purge of Boo to prove his own bona fides as a Comintern 
agent.43 Lai Teck, the party’s most advanced theorist between the late 

42  Ban Ah Kam 萬家安 [Wan Jia’an], Yu lisih duihua (er): zhanhou Magong celue de tantao 與
歷史對話(二): 戰後馬共策略的探討 [Dialogue with History (2): An Exploration of the MCP’s 
Postwar Tactics] (Kajang, Malaysia: Dangdai bentu shiliao yanjiushi, 2008); Belogurova, The Nanyang 
Revolution; Marc Opper, People’s Wars in China, Malaya, and Vietnam (Ann Arbor, MI: University 
of Michigan Press, 2019), 174–83; Yong C.F. [Yong Ching Fatt 楊進發], The Origins of Malayan 
Communism (Singapore: South Seas Society, 1997).
43  Marc Opper, ‘Boo Chih Fu and the First Malayan Communist Party Split’, Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 92(1) (8 July 2019): 41–66, doi.org/10.1353/ras.2019. 
0004.
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1930s and mid-1940s, was purged when his political line fell out of 
favour with other members of the MCP’s leadership. Yet another relatively 
sophisticated theoretician, Siew Lau 小劉 (Xiao Liu), was purged for his 
opposition to the radicalism of the MCP’s post–Lai Teck political line.44 
After Siew’s death, the party’s most capable theorists were Lee An Tung 
and Wu Tien Wang 伍天旺 (Wu Tianwang), neither of whom ever used 
their understanding of Marxism-Leninism to advance an alternative 
approach to the revolution or even penned anything in their own names 
(unlike Boo, Lai and Siew). The absence of one (or a small group of ) 
leading MCP theorist after the 1950s speaks to the MCP’s capacity for 
collective leadership. However, the absence of theoretical deliberation 
among the party’s leadership may have also inhibited the emergence of a 
political line that would have been more effective in the MCP’s mission of 
overthrowing the Malayan Government and remaking Malayan society. 

If practice is the sole criterion of truth, the failure of the MCP to take 
power in Malaya cannot lead to anything other than a negative verdict on 
the utility of the MCP’s ideology as the driver of a proletarian revolution 
in Malaya. However, the MCP’s failure should not distract us from the 
importance of analysing the ideology on its own terms and seeing it as 
part of broader debates that were part of the international communist 
movement from its inception between advocates of a moderate approach 
to revolution and advocates of a more forceful, violent approach. 

44  For a discussion of the Siew Lau incident, see Short, In Pursuit of Mountain Rats, 311–13; Ma 
Lim 馬林 [Ma Lin], ‘Xiao Liu shijian: Magong lishi shang de yige beiju 小劉事件: 馬共歷史上的
一個悲劇 [The Siew Lau Incident: A Tragedy in the History of the Malayan Communist Party]’, 
in Fuqu huichen de jiyi 拂去灰塵的記憶 [Brushing Off the Dust of Old Memories] (Hong Kong: 
Zuyin chubanshe, 2014), 10–15.
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