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Geography and Demographics

The location of the Malay Peninsula is a significant factor in the shaping of the modern plural society. It is situated on the crossroads of the trade routes between China, India and other countries in the region (Java, Sumatra, Indonesia, Philippines ?? and Australia. The Peninsula was a strategic country for Muslim, Portuguese, Dutch and British traders. Each in turn sought to control the Malay Peninsula and Archipelago. 
History and Politics

Human habitation of the Malay Peninsula may well go back over 70,000 years and there is evidence that inhabitants settled between 8000 and 2000 BC; probably by descendents of Java man. There are reports of trade with the Malay Peninsula by the Indians and Chinese around the seventh century BC. Later there is evidence of trade with the Levant. The earliest influences on language, culture and religion were from India; but the Chinese have never relinquished their trade ties and today Hinduism and Buddhism exist side by side. Then in the thirteenth century came the expansion of Islam into the region. To add to the mix the Europeans brought Christianity as an integral part of their colonization from the sixteenth to twentieth centuries.
By the mid-fifteenth centuries the sultanate, established in Melaka under Parameswara, who married a Muslim princess and then embraced her religion, covered the entire Malay Peninsula, large parts of Sumatra, and the islands south of Singapore. This dynasty lasted until the arrival of the Portuguese in 1511 and then the Dutch in 1641 and by the nineteenth century only Sarawak and parts of North Borneo (now Sabah) remained of that sultanate.

Then at the end of the eighteenth century, the British sought to extend their influence. Firstly, to counter the dominance of the Dutch East India Company in its trade with the Far East, especially in spices from the region and trade with China, and secondly to increase its naval dominance over the French. Following the British victories in the Napoleonic War in Europe, Britain and the Dutch set about carving up the Archipelago. Britain effectively exerting control over what is now Malaysia (as well as Singapore) and the Dutch taking Indonesia. Although the British were forced to cede the northern states of Kedah, Kelantan and Terengganu to Siam until these were transferred back to British influence under the Bangkok Treaty of 1908. While tribal, religious and social differences remained, Britain continued to strengthen its grip on the Peninsular and by 1914 the area was constituted as The Straits Settlements (a British colony); the Federal Malay States (FMS) of Selangor, Pehang and Negri Sembilian, as British protected states; and Brunei, North Brunei, and Sarawak, as British protectorates.
After the collapse of British power at the end of World War II, the stage was set for independence across its empire. The dominoes falling in India, Singapore and, after the communist insurgency and then federal elections that brought the Malay parties together under Tunku Abdul Rahman, independence came to Malaya in 1963 (after efforts to form a bigger federation with Singapore, North Borneo and Sarawak). 
Malaysia is a federation of thirteen states. Eleven states (Johor, Kedah, Kelatan, Meka, Sembilan, Penang, Selagor and Terengganu) and two federal territories (Kuala Lumpur and Putrajaya) are on the Malayan Peninsula (Peninsular or West Malaya). The two other states (Sabah and Sarawak) and the Federal Territory of Labuan are on the island of Borneo (East Malaya). East and West Malaya are separated by 650 kilometres of the South China Sea.
The legislative and executive powers are divided between the federal and state governments, although the federation has a strong central government.

The principal sources of law are the Constitution, legislation (and regulations derived therefrom) and the common law. 
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This information is intended as an introductory guide. It does not constitute legal advice and should not be relied on as such. Professional advice is recommended on any issue referred to herein. Also, please see Disclaimer.
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