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ABSTRACT 
 
 It is difficult to know for certain the earliest settlement of Indians in the begining years AD. Most historians 
are of the opinion that early Indian settlements only appeared in the 15th Century AD and they involved only 
Indian Muslims. This was because the Islamic arrival in India in the middle centuries paved the way for trade 
between India and the Malay World, specifically at the end of the middle centuries, and this trade began to be 
dominated by Indian Muslim traders, particularly from Bengal, Gujerat and Coromandel. It is the aim of this 
article to discuss the history of the Indian Muslim arrival in Malaysia and and their areas of settlement 
concentration. 
 
Key words: History, Indian Muslim community, economy, Malaysia. 
 
Introduction  
 
 It can be said that trade relations between India and Malaya, particularly after the 17th Century, 
predominantly involved Indian Muslim traders and Malays. Most historians are more inclined to link these trade 
relations with the presence of Indian Muslim traders as compared to Indian Hindus, as explained by 
Arasaratnam (1980): “With the decline of Hindu shipping and mercantile activity and the expansion of Islamic 
political and economic power in India, the number of Hindu traders coming to Malaya declined, giving place to 
the more powerful and better equipped Muslim merchants of Bengal, Golconda, Coromandel and Gujerat. These 
traders intermarried with local Malay population and absorbed much of the Malay Muslim cultural and religious 
practices.” 
 Likewise, Eusoff (1997) explained: “The Sejarah Melayu used the term ‘Keling’ to refer to South Indian 
merchants in general. The Portuguese used the term to refer to both Hindus and Muslims. It was not until the 
Muslims took over the Hindu trade that the term was used to refer solely to South Indian Muslims.” She 
explained further: “During this period (first half of the 19th Century), merchandise was carried by local ships 
belonging to South Indian Muslims, Arabs, Achenese and Chinese. From shipping records it is interesting to 
note that the transit trade was dominated by South Indian Muslims, with Marakayar group forming the majority. 
The captains of the ships were mainly Mericans.” 
 Following this, if we discuss the initial presence of Indians in Malaya (in forming a community), then the 
Indian Muslim is synonymous with early settlement of Indians in Malaya. This is because in the middle 
centuries since the Islamic arrival, the Indian Muslims had dominated the trading sector. Thus, most of the 
Indian traders who arrived in Malaya to trade were Indian Muslim.  
 In comparison to ancient Malay kingdoms, the effect of Indian settlement, according to historians and 
archeologists, is difficult to ascertain. But after the Islamic arrival in India and Malaya, particularly when Islam 
was established in the 15th Century AD in both places, the Indian presence (particularly Indian Muslim) was 
increasingly recorded. According to historians, assimilation of Indian Muslims to the royalty and aristocracy 
occurred much at this time. 
 During the middle centuries and at the time Indian Muslim traders dominated trade, there were a few places 
frequently visited by them such as Malacca, Kedah, Penang Island and Singapore. Logically, these places were 
port sites, great and famous at that time. Economic attraction had brought the presence of traders from all over 
the world including Indian traders and then led to their settlement in these places. Although there are researchers 
who mention that there were ties between Indian traders and other states such as Perak, Selangor and Johore, 
nevertheless there is no written record to confirm and explain in detail concerning the settlement of Indian 
traders in places other than Kedah, Malacca, Penang Island and Singapore. 
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Indian Muslims during the Time of the Malay Sultanate of Malacca:  
 
 The transition of the Malaccan government to an Islamic government at the end of the 15th Century AD and 
the propagation of Islam throughout the whole of the Malay Peninsula ended the Hindu cultural influence which 
had lasted thousands of years. With a flourishing port, an established Islamic presence and as the centre of 
preaching Islam, Malacca became the focus of Muslim traders such as Arab, Persian and Tamil Muslim traders. 
This Islamic presence not only boosted trade relations with Muslim traders, it even motivated them to settle and 
marry with the local people. This is explained by Hashim (1992): “The foreigners which belonged to the first 
category became involved in the social process because they were Muslims and were married to local women, 
such was the position enjoyed by the Arabs, Tamil-Muslims and Persian-Muslim.” He explained further that 
most of the immigrants in Malacca in the 15th Century were Tamil Muslims. Other than Tamil-Muslims, there 
were also other communities such as Arabs, Persians, Chinese, Javanese and so on. 
 The presence of these traders during the Sultanate of Malacca also gave rise to naming settlement places 
after certain ethnic groups of that time. For example, Kampung Cina or Bukit Cina in Malacca is so named for 
the Chinese majority who made it their settlement (Mujani and Abdul Razak, 2012). Likewise the settlement of 
Javanese is presently called Kampung Jawa, and the Indian settlement area is known as Kampung Keling 
(Tanjung Keling). According to Hashim (1992), most of them were from the ‘Chetti’ clan from Coromandel, 
South India (these places still exist in Malacca, and the community is known as Hindu Peranakan (mixed blood) 
or Malaccan Chetti). 
 During the Malaccan Sultanate, Tamil Muslim influence played an important role in the administration 
system due to intermarriage between Indian Muslim and the royalty and aristocracy. It was the norm in the 
middle centuries for the Indian Muslim to do so as they had the status and wealth as merchants. (Yusoff and 
Mohamed, 2010). Winstedt (1935) explained, “the Indian Muslims had married the daughters and sons of the 
Sultan and Bendahara in Malacca.” 
 According to ‘Sejarah Melayu’ records, during the rule of Sultan Muhammad Shah (1424), the son-in -law 
of Seri Nara Diraja was a Tamil Muslim named Mani Purindam (diamond merchant). While the son of Mani 
Purindam, Tun Ali, later succeeded his grandfather as Seri Nara Diraja Melaka (position in Malacca before the 
position of Bendahara was created). The grandson of Tun Ali, Raja Kassim later became the Sultan of Malacca 
known as Sultan Muzaffar Shah. In addition, an aristocracy of Tamil Muslim blood developed played an 
important role in the administration of Malacca such as Temenggung Tun Tahir, Bendahara Tun Mutahir and 
Temenggung Tun Hassan (Yusoff and Mohamed, 2010) 
 However, the fall of the Malaccan Empire to the Portuguese in 1511 and the capture of Malacca City by the 
Dutch in 1641 finally ended the role of Malacca port as a main entrepot. As explained by Netto (1961): “The 
policy of the Portuguese, and of the Dutch who wrested Malacca from them in 1641, was monopoly of trade in 
the Straits of Malacca, and Indian influence in the Malay Peninsula waned, although the culture which they had 
brought to Malaya survived.” 
 With the fall of Malacca in 1511, Indian Muslim traders no longer focused on Malacca. However, they still 
carried on trading activities in Malacca in spite of Portuguese and Dutch presence. According to Mohamed Dali 
(2008), they were still active, especially in Perak and Kedah. Among the merchants who carried on trading 
between India and Malaya was Nabon Mamet Amichan who traded in elephants between Perak and India in the 
year 1577, while Muslim traders from Surat carried on trading with Kedah.  
 
Early Settlement of Indian Muslim in Kedah: 

 
 Before the rule of the Malay Sultanate in Malacca, Kedah was already an important port for the trade routes 
between Arabia, China and India (Mujani et al., 2012a). According to Halimi (1998), in the 11th Century Kedah 
had a big port for entrepot. Since then, trade with China became more important. Pengkalan Bujang at that time 
became important for merchandise of East-West trading. He explained that proof this trade was discovered in 
the form of relics of trade merchandise, such as Arabic glass lamps and bottles, Persian pottery, as well as 
shards of Chinese ceramics from Dynasties of Sung and Yuan. There were also raw materials for pottery 
believed to be from India.  
 Proof of Kedah’s progress as a trading centre had been recorded by several Arab writers as early as 9th 
Century AD. ‘Kallah’ (Kedah) is found in the story of Akhbar al-Sin wa al-Hind (850). It is also found in 
records of Ya‘qubi (d. 897), Ibn al-Faqih (d. 903) and Ibn Khurdadhbih (d. 912). Kallah was also recorded in the 
stories of Sinbad’s Voyage, Ajaib al-Hind and Mukhtasar al-Aja’ib. Al-Biruni (973-1048) had also recorded the 
name Kallah in his book, Kitab al-Tafhim. After the 10th Century AD, there were more records of it in writings 
of Arabs, including by Kharaqi (d. 1138), Idrisi (d.1165), Yaqut (d. 1229) in his book, Mu‘jam al-Buldan and 
Marasid al-Ittila‘, Ibn Sa‘id (d. 1274) and Abu al-Fida (d. 1331) (Yusof, 1998). 
 The above explanation reflects that Kedah was the destination of Indian Muslim traders before Malacca. 
This is not surprising, because before the appearance of the Malay Sultanate of Malacca, Kedah was an earlier 
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kingdom acknowledged by historians as ‘Kedah Tua’ or Old Kedah. This has been proven by the discovery of 
ruins of the ‘Lembah Bujang’ which was said to be a port of entrepot trade at that time. 
 However, between the 14th and 15th Centuries AD, Kallah or Kedah was no more popular among 
navigators and Arab traders. According to Halimi (1998), most probably Kedah was overshadowed at that time 
by a bigger port which appeared at the end of the 13th Century in North Sumatera, that is Samudera Pasai. Later, 
in the same century, Kedah was captured by Pasai. By the 15th Century AD, Kedah was almost completely 
swamped by the rise of Malacca port to the extent that Arab navigators did not give much attention to Kedah 
port. This did not mean that Kedah was completely out of the picture, it continued to exist and was visited by 
foreign traders, particularly from China and India Muslim traders, but it was not popular with Arab traders 
anymore. 
 After the Portuguese captured Malacca in the year 1511, many Indian Muslim traders who were Chulian 
Indians shifted their focus from Malacca to Aceh (the term Chulia is from the original word Chola and refers to 
South Indian Muslims who came from Coromandel Coast) (Mohamed, 2010). Then the Dutch colonised 
Malacca in the year 1641 and interrupted their trade in Aceh, making them shift once again to Kedah, Johor and 
Perak in search of elephants, tin and spices (Arasaratnam, 1980). This is explained by Eusoff (1997): “When the 
Dutch controlled the trading centres of Southeast Asia, the Chulians moved their trade to Perak, Kedah and 
Johor.” 
 Since the 17th Century AD, the traders from Chulia had forged an intimate relationship with the Kedah 
ruler and with business acumen were finally able to not only dominate commerce and its administration in the 
country in the 18th Century AD, enabling them to infiltrate the governance and bureaucracy of the Kedah 
government. Thus officials of the Kedah government were comprised of Chulians including the positions of 
Syahbandar (Admiral) and Saudagar Raja (King’s Merchant). 
 Until the end of the 18th Century AD, it was recorded that there were several settlements of Chulians which 
were densely populated around Kuala Kedah. After Penang Island was taken over by the British, the Chulians in 
Kedah became less. Many of them moved to settle in Penang Island under British rule. However, historians say 
that even before that, they had long been in touch with and were trading in Penang Island. British rule increased 
their numbers because Penang was made a free port. Other than that, the chaos within the Kedah palace was also 
a factor for settling in Penang Island (Halimi, 1998). 
 
The Indian Muslim Arrival in Penang Before and after British Colonial Rule:  
 
 Penang Island is a historical port situated in the north of the Straits of Malacca. Its strategic geographical 
location attracted British interest to acquire it. Before Penang was colonised by the British in 1786, it was 
undeveloped and not yet a famous port but only a transit point for small ships. It was also a part of the Kedah 
state. 
 Most historians agree that the Indian Muslims were in Penang Island earlier than the British, as early as 
1770. Their early arrival in Penang at first comprised of traders, the merchant class, travellers and others. 
According to Merican (2010) (a mixed blood descendant of Indian Muslim and Malay) and Eusoff (1997), the 
first Indian Muslim who formed the early community in Penang Island was Kader Mydin Merican @ Cauder 
Moheedin who came with his mother and brother, Muhammad Nordin Merican. 
 At that time Kader was 11 and his brother was 7 years old, and together with their mother, they left their 
village in Paranggi Pettai (now Porto Novo) in search of a new life in Penang Island. In this new place, they 
started a small family business. When they were grown up, they ventured in the same business and travelled to 
Kedah, Aceh and other ports in the Nusantara. Cauder Moheedin and Muhammad Noordin Merican had also 
developed the place around them until Francis Light landed in Penang Island.  
 According to Eusoff (1997), Kader Mydin Merican at that time had become a successful textile 
entrepreneur making him the richest man in Penang Island. In view of his influential position, the British 
government appointed him as head of the Indian Muslim community in Penang Island with the title ‘Kapitan 
Keling.’ The term Kapitan Keling refers to being a leader of an ethnic group in charge of looking after their 
welfare, secuirty and religion at that time. Eusoff (1997) explains that Kader Mydin Merican was qualified to be 
called the first Kapitan Keling in Malaya because of his unprecedented role as a leader to represent the large 
Indian Muslim community. 
 The opening of Penang port by the British as a free trade port spurred the arrival of more Indian Muslims, 
particularly the Jawi Peranakan from Kedah (it was previously explained that after Malacca fell, Indian Muslim 
traders who were mostly Chulians later shifted their attention to Kedah and a number of them married and 
settled down there starting the Jawi Peranakan community). Eusoff (1997) agrees to this opinion: “Early 
immigrants to Penang were predominantly Indian Muslims from the Coromandel Coast and Jawi Peranakan 
merchants and traders from Kedah.” 
 The influx of Indian Muslim migrants at the initial phase later formed settlements such as at Kampung 
Kolam, Lebuh Chulia and Jalan Masjid Kapitan Keling in Penang Island. The first generation of Kapitan 



1351 
Adv. in Nat. Appl. Sci., 6(8): 1348-1353, 2012 
 

 

Keling’s family and other Indian Muslims of that time can be considered as Indian Muslims, but the later second 
and third generations were called Jawi Pekan and later Jawi Peranakan. By then most of them considered 
themselves as Malay. Scholars such as Pillai dan Subramaniam (2009): “In contemporary Malaysia, the 
descendants of these traders identify more strongly with the Malay community than the Indian community.”  
  
Indian Muslim Population and Their Areas of Settlement Concentration: 
 
 In a 2010 census by the statistics department, the total Indian Muslim population increased from 69,043 in 
the year 2000 to 78,702 in the year 2010. Of this total population 42,475 are males and 36,227 are females. The 
breakdown of the whole Indian population according to religious belief is as in the following table:  
 
Table 1: Total Indian population according to religious belief in the year 2011. 

 Religious belief   Indian Community 
 Islam 78,702 
 Christianity 114,281 
 Buddhism 32,441 
 Hinduism 1,644,072 
 Confucianism,Taoism/tribe/clan/other Chinese tradition  716 
 Other religions 36,599 
 No Religion 824 
 Unknown 192 
 Total 1,907,827 

 Source: Department of Statistics, Malaysia. 2011. 

 
 However, some opinions by Indian Muslim leaders estimate that the total Indian Muslim population in 
Malaysia is more than the census figure, about 600,000. Mohamed Dali (2008) in his writing also takes this 
number as representing the Indian Muslim population. He explains: “Based on 1993 estimates, the total Indian 
Muslim population (Tamil Muslim) in Malaysia is 300,000. In 2005, the population is estimated is estimated at 
600,000.” 
 Based on an interview with the Secretary of Malaysian Indian Muslim Congress (KIMMA), Mr. Alaudin 
(2011), he explained how he arrived at the estimate by comparing the number of Indian Muslim businesses 
operating in Malaysia. For example, in the restaurant sector, the total of Indian Muslim restaurants estimated at 
7,500 outlets is multiplied by 5 Indian Muslims representing each restaurant which gives a total of 37,500. This 
is only for restaurants, without adding other business premises. 
 
Table 2: Indian Muslim population according to state/province for the year 2011. 

 State/province  Indian Muslim Population 
 Selangor 24,472 
 Penang Island 12,335 
 Johore 8,318 
 Kuala Lumpur 7,688 
 Perak 7,537 
 Negeri Sembilan 4,626 
 Kedah 3,345 
 Sabah 3,164 
 Pahang 2,244 
 Sarawak 1,892 
 Malacca 1,678 
 Kelantan 445 
 Trengganu 435 
 Perlis 260 
 Wilayah Pulau Labuan 195 
 Wilayah Putrajaya 68 
 Total 78,702 

 Source: Department of Statistics, Malaysia. 2011.  

 
 Concentrations of Indian Muslim population in cities is closely related with the socio-economy because 
business opportunities are more abundant in cities (Mujani et al., 2012b; Mujani et al., 2012c). Scholars agree 
with this fact, for example, Nagata (2006) explains that: “In keeping with their mercantile and craft interests, 
most of the Indian Muslims tended to congregate in the urban areas, as noted, in contrast to the Hindu labourers 
on the plantation.” 
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Conclusion: 
 
 The facts above clearly show that the arrival and settlements of Indians since the early century AD till 
before the arrival of Francis Light in Penang Island differed from the arrival of Indians during British rule. The 
most obvious difference is that before British rule, the Indians and early settlements in Malaya involved 
Muslims whereas the Indians who came during British rule were mostly Hindus. The other difference is that the 
earlier arrival of Indian Muslims comprised of traders, merchants and so on, whereas the Indians during the 
colonial time were labourers. 
 The interesting thing is that the Indian Muslim presence during the colonial times was really personal or 
private in nature and not within the the category of the Kangany system which was responsible for bringing 
Hindu Tamil labourers for work on estates in Malaya. Thus the Indian Muslims were not involved in plantation 
activities, instead they were more focused in urban areas in small businesses such food, gold, retailing, books 
and magazines as well as money exchange. This situation persisted until Malaya achieved independence.  
 Indian Muslim settlements run parallel with development of cities in Malaysia. This is closely associated 
with their partipation in the economy. On their early arrival, they focused in the main cities such as Penang 
Island and Malacca. However with the opening of new cities such as Kuala Lumpur, Taiping, Seremban, Ipoh, 
Johor Bahru, Klang, Kluang, Kampar on the West Coast, they began to move to the new cities to spread thier 
businesses. This can be proven through government census such as below which shows that most of them are 
concentrated in big cities and states which are more industrialised 
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