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Who is Tua Pek Kong?

The Cult of Grand Uncle in Malaysia and Singapore 

Jack Meng-Tat Chia

INTRODUCTION

A few years ago, I published an article on the Tua Pek Kong (Dabogong ⣏ỗ℔) 
temple on Pulau Kusu, a small pilgrimage island in the south of Singapore. During 
the annual pilgrimage season in the ninth lunar month, as many as 200,000 pilgrims 
±�PRVWO\�HWKQLF�&KLQHVH�IURP�6LQJDSRUH��0DOD\VLD��DQG�,QGRQHVLD�±�ÀRFN�WR�WKH�
island to make offerings and give thanks to Tua Pek Kong, a popular deity, whose 
name literally means “Grand Uncle.” In that paper, I argued that the Singapore 
government’s interest in harnessing the economic potential of the Tua Pek Kong 
temple since the 1980s had led to the commercialization and touristization of 
Pulau Kusu.1 My colleagues were amazed by the active and dominating role of 
the Singapore government in managing society and developing the economy, 
such that even a small 8.5-hectare island was barely able to escape the attention of 
the state. Therefore, on a Sunday morning, I took them to the island to have a look 
at how the larger forces of social change and state management had impacted 
on Pulau Kusu in general and the Tua Pek Kong temple in particular. However, 
during our trip, what struck me the most was a simple question from a colleague 
from Mainland China: “Who is Tua Pek Kong?” To my surprise, my Chinese 
friend had neither heard of Tua Pek Kong in China nor was he aware of the 
god’s popularity among the Chinese communities in Southeast Asia. His question 
inspired me to write this article. 

Who is Tua Pek Kong? Apparently, there is no agreement among scholars on 
the origins and identities of the deity. As early as the 1940s and 1950s, scholars 
ZKR�KDG�UHVHDUFKHG�RQ�WKH�FXOW�RI�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�SXEOLVKHG�WKHLU�¿QGLQJV�LQ�WKH�
Nanyang xuebao ⋿㲳⬠⟙ (Journal of South Seas Society), an academic journal 
founded by the Overseas Chinese community in Singapore. In a 1940 article, Han 
Huaizhun 杻㥸㸾 suggests that Tua Pek Kong was a deity unique to Southeast 

 An earlier version of this article was presented at the New York Conference on Asian Studies 
in September 2012. I would like to thank Barbara and Leonard Andaya, Koh Keng We, Lee 
Ming-yen, Steven Sangren, Eric Tagliacozzo, Tan Ai Boay, Tan Chee Seng, Steven Patten, and 
two anonymous reviewers for their suggestions and comments. This work was supported by the 
Milton L. Barnett Scholarship from the Cornell University Southeast Asia Program.

1 Jack Meng-Tat Chia, “Managing the Tortoise Island,” 72–95.
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Asia. He surveys the diverse sources of Tua Pek Kong’s cult, and concludes that 
DOWKRXJK� WKH�JRG�ZDV�¿UVW�PHQWLRQHG� LQ�&KLQHVH� UHFRUGV� DV� HDUO\� DV� WKH�6RQJ�
dynasty, he was a Sino-Malay deity whose name came from the Malay word 
“Tokong,” meaning temple.2� 7KH� 3DFL¿F� :DU� EULHÀ\� LQWHUUXSWHG� VXEVHTXHQW�
research efforts. A decade later, in his study on the Chinese in Southeast Asia, 
9LFWRU�3XUFHOO�FODLPHG�WKDW�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�ZDV�WKH�SHUVRQL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VSLULWV�
RI�&KLQHVH�SLRQHHUV� DQG�ZDV�QRW� WKH� GHL¿FDWLRQ�RI� D� VSHFL¿F�SHUVRQ�3 Around 
the same time, Han Huaizhun’s article sparked off a series of discussions on 
the origins of Tua Pek Kong in the Journal of South Seas Society. Xu Yunqiao 
姙暚㧝 contends that Tua Pek Kong was a spirit of the early Chinese pioneers 
and highlights the fact that the Overseas Chinese worshipped him as a Sinicized 
tutelary deity (Tudigong ⛇⛘℔, meaning “Earth God”).4 Rao Zongyi 棺⬿柌 
considers Tua Pek Kong to be a tutelary deity that was popular among the Hakka 
(Kejia ⭊⭞) and the Teochew (Chaozhou 㼖ⶆ) community in Southeast Asia.5 
In sum, early scholarship concluded that Tua Pek Kong was either a localized 
Sino-Malay deity unique to Overseas Chinese or a Sinicized tutelary deity akin 
to the Chinese Earth God.

$OPRVW�¿YH�GHFDGHV�ODWHU��VFKRODUV�UHPDLQ�IDVFLQDWHG�E\�WKH�7XD�3HN�.RQJ¶V�
cult. Li Tianxi 㛶⣑拓 suggests that Tua Pek Kong was a tutelary Sino-Malay 
god invented by the Overseas Chinese in either Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia 
or Thailand. He refutes the claim that Tua Pek Kong was a Chinese Earth God.6 
Jean DeBernardi, however, argues that Tua Pek Kong was a symbolic creation 
that fused elements of Malay animistic worship with Chinese religious practices. 
She points out that the Malaysian Chinese worship of Tua Pek Kong resembles 
the Malay animistic worship of Datuk Keramat.7 Zheng Zhiming’s 惕⽿㖶 article 
marks a departure from previous studies. Instead of asking an either/or question 
concerning the origins of the deity, Zheng contends that the cult of Tua Pek 
Kong among the Overseas Chinese in general, and among the Hakka community 
in particular, should be understood in a broader traditional belief system of 
“heavenly god, earthly god, and ghost.”8 Therefore, Tua Pek Kong should not 
be viewed as a monolithic standardized belief system. Instead, the cult might be 
seen as a multifaceted religious belief combining diverse elements of Chinese 

2 Han Huaizhun, “Dabogong Kao,” 18–26. 
3 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia, 39.
4 Xu Yunqiao, “Dabogong erbogong yu bentougong,” 7–8; idem, “Zaitan dabogong yanjiu,” 19–20.
5 Rao Zongyi, “Tan Dabogong,” 27.
6 Li Tianxi, Huaqiao huaren minjian xinyang yanjiu, 219–22.
7 Jean DeBernardi, Penang: Rites of Belonging in a Malaysian Chinese Community, 152.
8 Zheng Zhiming, “Kejia shehui dabogong xinyang zai dongnanya de fazhan,” 64–74.
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religious culture and local practices. Building on Zheng Zhiming’s argument, 
this study seeks to reconsider the various beliefs and representations of Tua Pek 
Kong’s cult in Malaysia and Singapore.

In earlier studies of Chinese religion, scholars had raised questions over 
the mode of religious authority in Chinese society. Some early anthropologists 
suggested that the Chinese project their religious beliefs in the context of the 
relationships and roles within their own society. Thus, they present their gods 
DV� VDFUHG�RI¿FLDOV�ZLWKLQ�D�EXUHDXFUDWLF�KLHUDUFK\��6WHSKHQ�)HXFKWZDQJ�� LQ�DQ�
earlier article whose argument he has since moved away from, argues that “gods 
are a metaphor for the system of authority, the state.”9 Arthur Wolf, on the other 
hand, places the gods in a three-tier relationship – emperor and empire, family and 
lineage, and stranger and outsider – which mirrors the Chinese social hierarchy.10 
,Q� KLV� ODWHU� ERRN�� 6WHSKHQ� )HXFKWZDQJ� SRLQWV� RXW� WKDW� SUHYLRXV� VFKRODUV� KDG�
misunderstood his presentation of the “imperial metaphor.” He argues that the 
metaphor was not rigid and static, but had the ability to “change with changes in 
the structure of government.”11 

Subsequently, Robert Hymes’s ground-breaking book offers a fresh 
interpretation of the Chinese model of divinity. He contends that the Chinese 
model of divinity can be understood as a “bureaucratic model” on the one hand, 
and a “personal model” of divinity and of divine-human relations on the other. 
In contrast to the hierarchical “bureaucratic model,” Hymes stresses that the 
“personal model” represents the following:

(1) gods as extraordinary persons – a deliberately vague formulation, though the 
IUHTXHQW�&KLQHVH�XVH��ZKHQ�JRGV�RU�JRGOLNH�¿JXUHV�DUH�HQFRXQWHUHG�E\�KXPDQV�
on earth, of the term i-jen, literally, “different person” or “extraordinary person,” 
persuades me it is apt; (2) hierarchy between gods and humans or between gods 
themselves as usually dyadic (one-to-one) instead of multileveled, and as based in 
a variety of connecting principles, including descent, teacher-student or master-
disciple ties, or in such media of chosen connection as exchange or promise; (3) 
gods’ authority or special power as inherent in the person of the god, rather than 
delegated – this is an aspect of the god’s character as “extraordinary person”; (4) 
human interactions with divine authority as unmediated, direct (or at least relatively 
so); (5) gods’ relations to places and their inhabitants as either inherent or founded 
in the god’s own choice, and as permanent.12

9� 6WHSKDQ�)HXFKWZDQJ��³'RPHVWLF�DQG�&RPPXQDO�:RUVKLS�LQ�7DLZDQ�´�����
10 Arthur P. Wolf, “Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors,” in Religion and Ritual in Chinese Society, 175.
11� 6WHSKDQ�)HXFKWZDQJ��Popular Religion in China: The Imperial Metaphor, vi.
12 Robert Hymes, Way and Byway, 4–5. Emphasis in the original.
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Robert Hymes’s “personal model” offers a useful framework to reconsider 
Chinese religious practices in the Chinese diaspora. Therefore, this article builds 
on Hymes’s concept of “personal model of divinity” to examine the multifaceted 
nature of the Tua Pek Kong cult in Malaysia and Singapore. It argues that in 
the absence of an imperial bureaucracy in Southeast Asia, the personal model 
aptly explains the proliferation of Tua Pek Kong’s cult among the Overseas 
Chinese communities. Tua Pek Kong was far from being a standardized god 
in a bureaucratic pantheon of Chinese deities; the deity was considered to be 
a “personal being” offering protection to those who relied on him. This study 
presents the multifaceted cult of Tua Pek Kong in three forms: a symbol of sworn 
brotherhood, a syncretic Sino-Malay deity, and a Sinicized god.

This article draws on a variety of sources: Chinese epigraphic materials, 
colonial records, annals of Overseas Chinese, as well as several years of 
¿HOGZRUN�FRQGXFWHG�LQ�0DOD\VLD�DQG�6LQJDSRUH�IURP������WR�������)LUVW��,�ZLOO�
begin with a brief historical overview of Chinese migration and the spread of 
Chinese religion to Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century. Then, I will discuss 
the multifaceted cult of Tua Pek Kong in three ways, namely, as a brotherhood 
V\PERO��D�6LQR�0DOD\�JRG��DQG�D�6LQLFL]HG�GHLW\��)LQDOO\�� ,�ZLOO�SURYLGH�VRPH�
concluding remarks on how the study of Tua Pek Kong’s cult can contribute to 
the debates surrounding models of Chinese divinity and add a new dimension to 
our understanding of the Chinese in Southeast Asia. 

MIGRATION AND RELIGION IN MALAYSIA AND SINGAPORE

Historically, Southeast Asia has been an important meeting ground for 
commerce, cultures, and religions. International commerce was one of the 
SULPDU\�IDFWRUV�EHKLQG�6RXWKHDVW�$VLDQ�FRVPRSROLWDQLVP��)RU�VHYHUDO�FHQWXULHV��
UXOHUV�RI�6RXWKHDVW�$VLDQ�NLQJGRPV�SUR¿WHG�IURP�WKH�UHYHQXHV�RI�WUDQVUHJLRQDO�
Sino-Southeast Asian trade.13 As Anthony Reid points out, this transregional 
trade illustrates a “natural complementarity” between a densely populated and 
technically advanced China and the sparsely settled tropical kingdoms in the 
South. China exported manufactures such as ceramics, silks, paper, and a variety 
of metal tools and utensils, and in exchange, imported from Southeast Asia a 
wide range of exotic spices, medicines, and aromatics, as well as some bulkier 
goods such as Malayan tin, Indonesian pepper, cotton, and, at times, even rice.14 

13 Philip A. Kuhn, Chinese Among Others: Emigration in Modern Times, 10.
14 Anthony Reid, “The Unthreatening Alternative: Chinese Shipping in Southeast Asia, 1567–

1842,” 13.
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The attraction of commercial and trading opportunities motivated the Europeans 
to establish colonies in Southeast Asia. In 1511, the Portuguese seized the Islamic 
kingdom of Malacca in order to gain control of the Southeast Asian spice trade, as 
well as the trade with China. Subsequently, the Chinese population grew rapidly 
in the Portuguese colony. By the late sixteenth century, the Portuguese had to 
work with the Chinese community through a local Chinese kapitan (jiabidan 䓚
⽭ᷡ���D�ZHDOWK\�DQG�LQÀXHQWLDO�PHUFKDQW�LQ�WKH�PLJUDQW�FRPPXQLW\�15 About a 
century later, in 1619, the Dutch East India Company established Batavia as a 
colony. Chinese merchants who were working at the neighboring port kingdom 
of Banten had long dealt in the spice trade with China and were induced to move 
to Batavia. They served the Dutch as contractors and tax farmers, recruited 
laborers and craftsmen from China, and supplied bricks and timber for buildings 
and the city walls in the Dutch colonial port settlement.16 Britain, which had a 
foothold in India, emerged as a major power in Southeast Asian colonialism 
PXFK�ODWHU�WKDQ�WKH�3RUWXJXHVH�DQG�'XWFK��,Q�������)UDQFLV�/LJKW�WRRN�FRQWURO�
of Penang to serve as an English trading emporium in the Straits of Malacca, 
an area strategically located on the trade route between India and China. After 
three decades of competition and rivalry with the Dutch for control over the 
strategic Straits of Malacca, Britain colonized the island of Singapore in 1819 
and acquired Malacca (in exchange for Bencoolen) from the Dutch in 1824. The 
British colonizers sought to attract Chinese traders in the region to the newly 
established colonies.17 Beside attracting long established Chinese merchants 
IURP�0DODFFD��WKH�HFRQRPLF�SRWHQWLDO�RI�3HQDQJ�DQG�6LQJDSRUH�DWWUDFWHG�D�ÀRZ�
RI�&KLQHVH� LPPLJUDQWV� IURP� WKH� )XMLDQ�䤷⺢ and Guangdong ⺋㜙 provinces 
of Southeast China. This created an international nexus centered on Singapore, 
with branches in Malacca and Penang, and which historian Philip Kuhn calls, 
“a trading network based on British naval power and Sino-British commercial 
energies.”18

Large scale Chinese emigration began in the mid-nineteenth century and 
ODVWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�����V��7KLV�PDVVLYH�&KLQHVH�LQÀX[�FDQ�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�ERWK�
the push factors within China, as well as the pull factors in Southeast Asia. 
To begin with, China’s defeat in the Opium Wars and the subsequent signing 
RI� WUHDWLHV�ZLWK� YDULRXV� FRORQLDO� SRZHUV� KDG� WZR� VLJQL¿FDQW� FRQVHTXHQFHV� IRU�
PLJUDWLRQ��)LUVW��WKH�:HVWHUQ�GRPLQDWLRQ�RI�&KLQD¶V�WUHDW\�SRUWV�DQG�WKH�PLOLWDU\�
supremacy of the imperial powers provided the “legal framework” for the 

15 Kuhn, Chinese Among Others, 58–59.
16 Ibid., 60–61.
17 DeBernardi, Penang, 17. 
18 Kuhn, Chinese Among Others, 100–101.
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recruitment and transportation of Chinese laborers. Second, the war and opium 
WUDGH�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�GLVUXSWHG�&KLQHVH�VRFLHW\�LQ�WKH�VRXWKHUQ�FRDVWDO�SURYLQFHV��$�
large number of Chinese had their livelihoods taken away and suffered massive 
levels of impoverishment. Consequently, the “opening of China” by the Western 
powers produced the mechanisms for recruiting labor, as well as socially and 
economically uprooting Chinese labor from China.19 On the other hand, numerous 
problems within China, including famines, natural disasters, population pressure, 
and rebellions, also motivated the Chinese to leave their homeland and seek better 
opportunities in Southeast Asia.20 

The arrival and settlement of Chinese migrants contributed to the spread 
of Chinese religious beliefs and practices into Southeast Asia. As early as 
WKH� VHYHQWHHQWK� FHQWXU\�� WKH� +RNNLHQ� �)XMLDQ� ⚟ᘓ) merchants in Malacca 
established the Blue Clouds Pavilion (Qingyun ting 曺暚ṕ) in 1673 to worship 
the Guanyin Bodhisattva (Guanyin Pusa 奨枛厑啑). The temple served many of 
the social needs of the Chinese migrant community. It was a place of worship, a 
ULWXDO�FHQWHU��DQG�D�VKDUHG�VSDFH�IRU�DQFHVWUDO�VDFUL¿FH��SUHVHUYLQJ�WKH�DQFHVWUDO�
tablets of deceased migrants.21�)RU�PRVW�&KLQHVH�LPPLJUDQWV��YR\DJHV�WR�IRUHLJQ�
ODQGV�¿OOHG� WKHP�ZLWK�D�GHHS�VHQVH�RI�DQ[LHW\�DQG�XQFHUWDLQW\��7KXV��PDQ\�RI�
them brought along ashes from their local temples in China or a statue of their 
SDWURQ�GHLW\�IRU�EOHVVLQJ�DQG�SURWHFWLRQ��)RU�WKLV�UHDVRQ��UHOLJLRXV�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�
EHOLHIV�QRW�RQO\�IXO¿OOHG�WKH�VSLULWXDO�QHHGV�RI�WKH�PLJUDQWV��EXW�DOVR�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�
HQKDQFHG�WKHLU�FRQ¿GHQFH�DQG�JDYH�WKHP�D�JUHDWHU�VHQVH�RI�VHFXULW\�LQ�WKHLU�QHZ�
Southeast Asia environment.22 

Chinese migrants were important actors in the transplantation of their local cults 
DQG�UHOLJLRXV�SUDFWLFHV�IURP�&KLQD�WR�6RXWKHDVW�$VLD��)RU�LQVWDQFH��WKH�³(PSUHVV�
of Heaven” (Tianhou ⣑⎶, also known as Mazu ⩥䣾), was probably the most 
popular deity in South China and among the Overseas Chinese. Commonly 
regarded as the protector of seafarers, Tianhou temples could be found all along 
the Southeast China coast from Zhejiang to Guangdong and also on the island 
of Taiwan.23 After surviving the long and risky voyage to Southeast Asia, many 
Chinese migrants showed their gratitude to Tianhou for her protection, praying 
for safety and economic success in their new host country. The sea goddess 

19 Ibid., 111.
20 Yen Ching-hwang, A Social History of the Chinese in Singapore and Malaya, 1800-1911, 1–3.
21 Kuhn, Chinese Among Others, 67–69.
22 Cheng Lim Keak, “Chinese Deities, Emigration and Social Structure in Singapore,” 39.
23 The cult of Tianhou has received a considerable amount of scholarly attention. See, for instance, 

James L. Watson, “Standardizing the Gods,” 292–324; P. Steven Sangren, Chinese Sociologics; 
Li Tianxi, Huaoqiao huaren minjian xinyang yanjiu, 11–39.
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was worshipped across various dialect groups, including Cantonese, Hainanese 
(Hainan 㴟⋿), Hokkien, and Teochew. Concomitantly, local native-place deities 
(xiangtu shen 悱⛇䤆�� WKDW� ZHUH� SHFXOLDU� DQG� VLJQL¿FDQW� WR� VSHFL¿F� GLDOHFWV�
groups and locales also followed the Chinese migrants to Southeast Asia. Among 
these gods were Guandi 斄ⷅ, the Chinese god of war, a favorite deity among 
the Cantonese and Hakka community; Kaizhang Shengwang 攳㻛俾䌳, the 
protector of the Zhangzhou 㻛ⶆ people; Qingshui Zushi 㶭㯜䣾ⷓ, a popular 
Buddho-Daoist deity among the Anxi ⬱㹒 community; Shenghou Enzhu 俾῁】
ᷣ, the patron god of Jinmen 慹攨 migrants; and Xuantian Shangdi 䌬⣑ᶲⷅ, a 
GHL¿HG�3RODULV�DQG�JRG�RI�QDYLJDWLRQ��SRSXODU�DPRQJ�WKH�7HRFKHZ�FRPPXQLW\�24

Since the Song dynasty, the imperial state had granted feudal lord of antiquity 
titles – marquis (hou ῁), duke (gong ℔), and king (wang 䌳) – to local gods 
and immortals to create a hierarchy of honor and recognition.25 Many of the 
deities that came with the Chinese migrants were the so-called “enfeoffed” gods. 
However, the arrival of Chinese beliefs and practices was far more complex 
than being just a single-direction dissemination process. Chinese migrants not 
only transferred popular deities and native-place gods from China to Southeast 
Asia, but also invented their own gods in the migrant society. In the following 
sections, I discuss how Tua Pek Kong was invented and worshipped in Malaysia 
and Singapore.

THE SPIRIT OF ZHANG LI: TUA PEK KONG 

AS SWORN BROTHERHOOD 

2YHUVHDV� &KLQHVH� DVVRFLDWLRQV� ZHUH� IRUPDO� H[SUHVVLRQV� RI� DI¿QLW\� JURXSV� LQ�
the diaspora. In the absence of Chinese imperial bureaucracy in Southeast Asia, 
WKHVH�DI¿QLW\�JURXSV�ZHUH�YLWDO�VRFLHWLHV�LQ�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�&KLQHVH�PLJUDQWV��
These groups can be broadly divided into four types: compatriotism (common 
regional origins in particular provinces, counties, towns, and villages, usually 
distinguished by dialect), kinship (real or invented), co-rituality (shared devotion 
to particular deity cults), and brotherhood (kongsi, M. gongsi ℔⎠, commonly 
called “secret societies” in early Western writings).26� 'XULQJ� WKH� ¿UVW� KDOI� RI�
nineteenth century, the British did not enforce direct control over the Chinese 
population in the Malay Peninsula and Singapore. Rather, they depended on 

24 Cheng, “Chinese Deities, Emigration and Social Structure,” 39, 42–43; Yen, Chinese in 
Singapore and Malaya, 14–15.

25 Hymes, Way and Byway, 181.
26 Kuhn, Chinese Among Others, 161–62.
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brotherhood associations as a tool of “indirect governance” and relied on them 
to run opium tax farms and serve as agents of labor importers.27 Mary Somers 
+HLGKXHV�SURYLGHV�IRXU�SRVVLEOH�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�kongsi: (1) a group of a few to as 
many as several dozen members, who agree to contribute capital or labor, each 
PHPEHU�KDYLQJ�D�VKDUH��DQG�WR�GLYLGH�SUR¿WV�DPRQJ�WKHPVHOYHV������DVVRFLDWLRQV�
or federations that incorporated hundreds or even thousands of people at several 
mines, maintained an assembly, and who were responsible for daily government; 
(3) the head of the kongsi and his residence; and (4) brotherhoods or “secret 
societies.”28 Interestingly, Tua Pek Kong became both the name and the symbol 
RI�DQ�LQÀXHQWLDO�VZRUQ�EURWKHUKRRG�LQ�WKH�&KLQHVH�GLDVSRUD��

The Chinese in Penang widely considered Tua Pek Kong to be the spirit of 
Zhang Li (⻝䎮 or ⻝䥖). Zhang Li was believed to be a political refugee from a 
+DNND�GLVWULFW�LQ�6RXWK�&KLQD�DQG�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�NQRZQ�&KLQHVH�VHWWOHU�LQ�3HQDQJ�
EHIRUH�WKH�DUULYDO�RI�WKH�%ULWLVK�FRORQLVW�)UDQFLV�/LJKW��$IWHU�KLV�GHDWK��KH�ZDV�
buried behind the Sea Pearl Island Tua Pek Kong Temple (Hai Choo Soo Tua Pek 
Kong Bio, M. Haizhuyu dabogong miao 㴟䎈ⵤ⣏ỗ℔⺇) in Tanjung Tokong, 
D�&KLQHVH�¿VKLQJ�YLOODJH�WKDW�ZDV�SUREDEO\�WKH�HDUOLHVW�&KLQHVH�VHWWOHPHQW�RQ�WKH�
island.29 In 1792, Li Ci 㛶岄, a Chinese man from Malacca, offered a stone censer 
to Tua Pek Kong. The censer was discovered under a large tree near the temple, 
which had been an earlier place of worship.30 Afterward, a temple dedicated to 
Tua Pek Kong was constructed in 1799.31 The story of Penang’s Tua Pek Kong 
demonstrates the tradition of sworn brotherhood in the Chinese diaspora:

>=KDQJ� /L@� OLYHG� LQ� WKH� VPDOO� FRPPXQLW\� RI� ¿VKHU� IRONV� �VLF�� DV� D� WHDFKHU�� +H�
was known for his kindness and friendliness – the villagers never failed to seek 
his guidance and help when they had any problems. Two men became his sworn 
EURWKHUV�±�&KLX�+VLDR�&KLQJ��D�FKDUFRDO�PDNHU��DQG�0D�)X�&KRRQ��D�EODFNVPLWK��
As he was the eldest, he was addressed by the young in the village as Tuah Pek 
Kong (sic). The trio seemed very much attached to one another. When the day’s 
work was done, they would meet each other without fail in their favorite place in 
the village. One day, as the records continue, Chiu and Ma, as usual, went to meet 

27 Ibid., 159.
28 Mary Somers Heidhues, Golddiggers, Farmers, and Traders in the “Chinese Districts” of West 

Kalimantan, Indonesia, 54–55. Scholars have challenged the use of the term “secret societies” 
on kongsi. See, for example, David Ownby and Mary Somers Heidhues, eds., “Secret Societies” 
Reconsidered: Perspective on the Social History of Modern China and Southeast Asia.

29 DeBernardi, Penang, 150;
30 “H. 1.1.1 Shi Xianglu Kewen,” in Chinese Epigraphic Materials in Malaysia, ed. by Wolfgang 

)UDQNH�DQG�&KHQ�7LHK�)DQ��YRO���������
31 DeBernardi, Penang, 150. 
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WKHLU�UHVSHFWHG�HOGHU�EXW�ZHUH�VKRFNHG�WR�¿QG�KLP�VLWWLQJ�PRWLRQOHVV�EHVLGH�D�KXJH�
boulder! They tried to awaken him but soon realized that their revered elder was no 
more alive (sic). A sense of gloom seemed to overwhelm the residents of the village 
who helped to bury him beside the boulder. Chiu and Ma eventually died and they, 
too, were buried there beside their sworn eldest brother. Today, the “graves” of the 
trio can be found just behind the [Sea Pearl Island Tua Pek Kong] temple.32 
 
This passage suggests that Zhang Li was not only the founder of the Tua Pek 

Kong sworn brotherhood; he actually was Tua Pek Kong. As Jean DeBernardi 
writes, just as the Heaven and Earth Society worshipped their founders, the Tua 
Pek Kong sworn brotherhood likewise venerated Zhang Li and his sworn brothers 
as “founders and patron deities.”33 Thereafter, Tua Pek Kong became an important 
symbol of sworn brotherhood among the Overseas Chinese community. 

The Tua Pek Kong Society (also known as Kian Tek Tng, M. Jiande tang 
⺢⽟➪) in Penang worshipped Tua Pek Kong as the organization’s patron 
deity. This sworn brotherhood society provided mutual assistance to its 
members and took charge of governance, and law and order in the diasporic  

32 Poh Teh Teik, Gods and Deities in Popular Chinese Worship, 42–43.
33 DeBernardi, Penang, 151.

)LJXUH�����7KH�JUDYHV�RI�=KDQJ�/L�DQG�KLV�VZRUQ�EURWKHUV�EHKLQG�WKH�6HD�3HDUO�,VODQG�7XD�
Pek Kong Temple at Tanjung Tokong. Photograph by author
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community.34� )RU� LQVWDQFH�� WKH� 7XD� 3HN�.RQJ� 6RFLHW\� HVWDEOLVKHG� D� VHW� RI�
rules for its members aimed at maintaining harmony and mutual trust in their 
host country:

The members declared themselves brothers of the same father and mother, sharing 
in the troubles and in the comforts of one another, the strong to protect the weak, 
to help the needy, to raise those who fall, to admonish one another. In order not 
to commit ourselves by doing that which is not right, one must not boast himself 
strong and attack the weak. Justice must be done in all cases with impartiality, and 
without distinction of tribes… The Kian Tek [Tua Pek Kong] Society hereby begin 
and publish their rules as follows. The ancient Emperors, when they enacted their 
laws, made everything clear and manifest. Their subjects were able to enter into 
oral contracts with each other. The nobility and the people knew their position. 
At the present time there are many Chinese residing in this Island of Penang; 
misconduct is daily increasing and people’s hearts are daily changing, and there is 
no justice. The rich wish to swallow up the poor, the strong take advantage of the 
weak; the widows children, orphans male and female, have no doors by which to 
enter to represent their grievances. Though each has a heart, they never think alike. 
That is the reason why discord and dissension always exist and why the means of 
getting a living are interrupted. (sic)35

 
Nevertheless, the various sworn brotherhood societies did not coexist 

harmoniously in colonial Penang. The Tua Pek Kong Society and Ghee Hin 
kongsi (Yixing gongsi 佑冰℔⎠) were rivals and each sought Malay allies in 
order to strengthen themselves. Thus, Tua Pek Kong allied itself with the Red 
)ODJ�6RFLHW\�ZKLOH�*KHH�+LQ� MRLQHG� WKH�:KLWH�)ODJ�36 In 1867, the outbreak 
of the Penang riots came as a shock to the colonial authorities. The British 
colonial government was unable to put down the riots due to the lack of military 
and police resources. The wealthy and powerful coalition of Tua Pek Kong 
DQG�5HG�)ODJ��ZLWK�������PHQ��IRXJKW�WKH��������PDQ�VWURQJ�FRDOLWLRQ�RI�WKH�
*KHH�+LQ�DQG�:KLWH�)ODJ�37 Consequently, A. E. H. Anson, the newly arrived 
/LHXWHQDQW�*RYHUQRU��ZKR�DVVXPHG�RI¿FH�D�IHZ�PRQWKV�EHIRUH�WKH�ULRWV��KDG�WR�
seek reinforcements from Province Wellesley and set up a small defense unit to 
guard the town areas from the rioters. The 1867 riots, which lasted for ten days, 
resulted in death and destruction. In the end, the leaders agreed to observe the 
34 Ibid., 82.
35 See Commission of Enquiry into the Origin and Causes of the Recent Riots 1867. Appendix 2 

of the report reprinted in Leon Comber, Chinese Secret Societies in Malaya, 279–86.
36 Mahani Musa, Malay Secret Societies in the Northern Malay States, 1821–1940s, 65.
37 Ibid., 68.
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JRYHUQPHQW¶V�FDOO�WR�VWRS�WKH�ULRWV�DQG�SD\�XS�WKH��������¿QH�LPSRVHG�RQ�HDFK�
of the societies involved.38 

However, after several more destructive riots in Malaya and Singapore over 
the next few decades, the British colonial authorities decided to put a stop to 
“secret societies” and promulgated the Suppression of Dangerous Societies Act 
in 1890. The colonial legislation dissolved the various brotherhood societies, 
including the Tua Pek Kong Society, and criminalized their activities. Yet, the 
government allowed these societies to maintain temples, while forcing them to 
sell their property.39 The enactment of the Suppression of Dangerous Societies 
Act ended Tua Pek Kong as a sworn brotherhood society. The Tua Pek Kong 
Society renamed its headquarters the Temple of the God of Prosperity, Virtue and 
0RUDOLW\� �+RFN�7HFN�&KHQJ�6LQ�%LR��0��)XGH� ]KHQJVKHQ�PLDR�䤷⽟㬋䤆⺇), 
DOVR�FDOOHG�WKH�$QFHVWUDO�7HPSOH�RI�3URVSHULW\��+RN�7HN�6L��0��)XGH�FL�䤷⽟䤈). 
Later, the society divided itself into several smaller registered organizations and 
shared their two-story building.40 

7KH�³SHUVRQDO�PRGHO´�LV�XVHIXO�IRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�SRSXODULW\�DQG�LQÀXHQFH�
RI� WKH� 7XD� 3HN� .RQJ� FXOW� DQG� EURWKHUKRRG� VRFLHW\� LQ� FRORQLDO� 3HQDQJ�� )LUVW��
=KDQJ�/L�� WKH� IRXQGHU� DQG�¿UVW�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�ZDV�EHOLHYHG� WR� EH� D� NLQG� DQG�
wise Chinese pioneer. Overseas Chinese sought Zhang Li’s help when he was 
alive and continued to seek his divine blessing in an unmediated, direct manner 
IROORZLQJ�KLV�GHDWK��)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�VZRUQ�EURWKHUKRRG�FUHDWHG�D�
dyadic relationship connecting its members. Personal relations in familial terms – 
between the divine uncle and the newly arrived migrants – offered a much-needed 
sense of security and protection. Despite the prohibition of Tua Pek Kong as a 
sworn brotherhood society toward the end of the nineteenth century, two other 
forms of Tua Pek Kong’s cult remained prevalent in Malaysia and Singapore, and 
have continued to the present day.

 

“TUA PEK KONG TOLONG”: TUA PEK KONG 

AS SINO-MALAY DEITY

Tua Pek Kong was also venerated as a Sino-Malay deity in many parts of Southeast 
Asia. Some scholars have traced the earliest presence of Tua Pek Kong to a 1763 
inscription found in the Pekan region of Pahang. Zhou Yizhen ␐侤㋗, a Chinese 
migrant from Shuangfeng 暁沛, dedicated a stele to the deity Bentougong of the 

38 Ibid., 70.
39 CO 273/159, No. 10582, Societies Ordinance, 571.
40 DeBernardi, Penang, 76.
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Great Tang (Datang bentougong shen ⣏Ⓒ㛔柕℔䤆).41 According to Wolfgang 
)UDQNH� DQG� &KHQ� 7LHK� )DQ�� WKLV� LQVFULSWLRQ� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� HDUOLHVW� HSLJUDSKLF�
materials discovered in Malaysia, and antedates even the tombstones and other 
LQVFULSWLRQV�IRXQG�LQ�6RQJNKOD��6RXWKHUQ�7KDLODQG��)UDQNH�DQG�&KHQ�VXJJHVW�WKDW�
since the inscription was uncovered in Pek Kong Bio (Bogong miao ỗ℔⺇), the 
oldest temple in Pekan, it was likely that Bentougong was another name for Tua 
Pek Kong. They also note that the designation of the deity inscribed is unique to 
Malaysia.42 Nevertheless, little information is available on Bentougong, a Sino-
Malay form of Tua Pek Kong. Although the origins of Bentougong remain a 
mystery, Tua Pek Kong was indeed popular in the form of a Sino-Malay deity 
among the Overseas Chinese community.

41 There are four Shuangfeng towns in China, located in Jiangsu, Guangxi, Chongqing, and 
6LFKXDQ��+RZHYHU�� ,� DP�QRW�DEOH� WR�¿QG�DQ\� IXUWKHU� LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�=KRX�<L]KHQ�DQG� ,� DP��
therefore, uncertain if he indeed came from one of the four Shuangfeng towns in China. 

42� ³*�������%HQWRXJRQJ�6KHQZHL�´�LQ�)UDQNH�DQG�&KHQ��Chinese Epigraphic Materials in Malaysia, 
vol. 2, 497.

)LJXUH����
A 1763 stele that reads “The Deity 
Bentougong of the Great Tang.” 
Source: )UDQNH�DQG�&KHQ��Chinese 
Epigraphic Materials, vol. 2, 497
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In his 1940 article, Han Huaizhun argues that Tua Pek Kong was a deity 
invented in Southeast Asia. He considers the god to be a Sino-Malay deity, 
whose name came from the Malay word “Tokong�´�PHDQLQJ�³WHPSOH�´�)RU�WKLV�
reason, Tua Pek Kong was known as Dugong 悥℔ among the Overseas Chinese 
community.43� )XUWKHUPRUH�� KH� DOVR� KLJKOLJKWV� WKDW� 7XD� 3HN� .RQJ� VKULQHV� LQ�
Penang were often called “Rumah Tokong” (Luma Dugong 單╶悥℔), which 
can literally refer to “house temple” or “Dugong’s home.”44 Because of its Sino-
Malay origins, as Han suggests, the Malay phrase “Tua Pek Kong tolong,” which 
can be literally translated as “Tua Pek Kong, please help,” was a popular phrase 
among the Chinese in Malaysia and Singapore.45 On the contrary, Jean DeBernardi 
observes that the Malaysian Chinese worship of Tua Pek Kong resembles the 
Malay worship of Datuk Keramat, which are animistic cults at sacred sites (such 
as rocks, trees, hilltops or whirlpools) as well as worship events at the graves 
of Islamic saints. Like the Datuk Keramat, who often die by a sacred stone or 
transform into a rock on death, Zhang Li’s death next to a boulder symbolizes 
the “syncretic convergence” between the two. Therefore, DeBernardi concludes 
that Tua Pek Kong’s cult symbolically fuses elements of Malay animistic worship 
with a Chinese tradition of economic enterprise through the cooperation of a 
sworn brotherhood, as discussed earlier.46

The presence of Tua Pek Kong as a Sino-Malay deity is most apparent on the 
island of Pulau Kusu. Pulau Kusu, which means “Tortoise Island” (Guiyu dao 潄
ⵤⲞ), is located approximately 5.6 kilometers off the south coast of mainland 
Singapore. The island was a former burial site for immigrants who died during 
quarantine on the southern islands of Saint John’s and Lazarus. In 1975, Pulau 
Kusu was enlarged through land reclamation from two tiny 1.2-hectare outcrops 
on a reef to an expanded 8.5-hectare island. There are two important places of 
ZRUVKLS�RQ�WKH�LVODQG��QDPHO\��WKH�*XL\X�)XVKDQ�*RQJ�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�7HPSOH�
(Guiyu fushan gong dabogong miao 潄ⵤ䤷Ⱉ⭖⣏ỗ℔⺇) and the Keramat 
Kusu.47 Due to the lack of written sources, little is known about the exact origins 
of the Tua Pek Kong Temple and Keramat Kusu on the island. According to Song 
Ong Siang’s account, Tua Pek Kong and Datuk Keramat were already popular 
among the Overseas Chinese by the mid-nineteenth century.48 The oldest temple 
stele in the Tua Pek Kong temple, however, dates back to 1909.49 This inscrip-

43 Han, “Dabogong kao,” 23.
44 Ibid., 25.
45 Ibid., 19.
46 DeBernardi, Penang, 152.
47 Chia, “Managing the Tortoise Island,” 77.
48 Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore, 179.
49� ³&KRQJ[LX�)XVKDQJRQJ�´�������3XODX�.XVX��6LQJDSRUH�

Chia.indd   451 18.12.2017   9:43:34



452   •   JACK MENG-TAT CHIA

tion was erected to commemorate a major renovation and not the founding of 
the temple. Therefore, the establishment of the temple predated any of the steles 
that can be found in the temple. There are many legends surrounding the sacred 
RULJLQV�RI�3XODX�.XVX��7KH�¿YH�DFFRXQWV�EHORZ��DV�UHFRUGHG�RQ�WKH�VLJQERDUG�RQ�
the island, are believed to be the most popular:

1. 150 years ago, two holy men, Dato Syed Rahman, an Arab, and Yam, a Chinese, 
made a meditation and fasting trip to Kusu. In the course of their religious retreat, 
Yam fell ill and Syed prayed fervently for his recovery. Through the intervention of 
divine forces, a boat miraculously appeared with food and water, which saved their 
lives. Syed and Yam later became sworn brothers.

2. Sailors shipwrecked in the waters near Singapore during one lunar ninth month 
centuries ago were rescued by a giant turtle, which turned itself into an island.

���7ZR�¿VKHUPHQ�KDG�ZUHFNHG�WKHLU�ERDW�ZKLOH�SO\LQJ�WKH�ZDWHUV�QHDU�.XVX��2Q�
sighting this adverse situation, a giant tortoise transformed itself into an island to 
SURYLGH�UHIXJH�IRU�WKH�VKLSZUHFNHG�¿VKHUPHQ�

4. More than a hundred years ago, an Arab named Syed Abdul Rahman left Singa-
pore in search of peace with his wife and daughter on a journey. While they were in 
a sampan, they were caught in a violent storm, which capsized their boat. A giant 
tortoise spotted them and brought them safely to an island. Legend also has it that 
their lost sampan not only returned but was loaded with food. 

5. Centuries ago, passengers on board a ship were stricken by an epidemic but all 
recovered as soon as it anchored near the island of Kusu.50 

Despite differences in these myths of origin, they all point to the sacred beginnings of 
WKH� LVODQG� DQG� WKH�PLUDFOHV� DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK� LW��7KH� ¿UVW� OHJHQG� LV� WKH�PRVW� FUXFLDO� LQ�
highlighting the Sino-Malay origins of Tua Pek Kong’s cult. It illustrates an interesting 
interracial and interreligious encounter between two pious men, Dato Syed Rahman 
DQG�<DP��RQ�3XODX�.XVX��$FFRUGLQJ� WR�SRSXODU�EHOLHI��DQG�YHUL¿HG�E\� WKH� ODWH� WHPSOH�
caretaker, Dato Syed Rahman later became Datuk Kong51 of the Keramat Kusu, and Yam 

50 Quoted in Chia, “Managing the Tortoise Island,” 78.
51� )RU�VWXGLHV�RQ�WKH�FXOW�RI�'DWXN�.RQJ��VHH��IRU�LQVWDQFH��&KHX�+RFN�7RQJ��³7KH�'DWXN�.RQJ�

6SLULW�&XOW�0RYHPHQW�LQ�3HQDQJ�´����±�����&KLHZ�-LQJ�:HQ��³5HORFDWHG�DQG�5HGH¿QHG��7KH�
History of Evicted Datuk Gongs in Singapore,” 1–35.
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was none other than Tua Pek Kong.52 Hence, if Dato Syed Rahman and Yam were sworn 
brothers, this also means that Datuk Kong and Tua Pek Kong are “divine siblings” on the 
island.

The cult of Tua Pek Kong as a Sino-Malay deity on Pulau Kusu can be 
YLHZHG� LQ� WZR�ZD\V��)LUVW��GHYRWHHV�DUH� WROG�QRW� WR�FRQVXPH�SRUN�EHIRUH� WKH\�
PDNH�WKHLU�SLOJULPDJH�WR�WKH�LVODQG��)XUWKHUPRUH��XQOLNH�PRVW�&KLQHVH�UHOLJLRXV�
rituals where roast suckling pigs and wines are being offered to the deity, the 
devotees are not allowed to bring such “haram” offerings onto the sacred island.53 
Such prohibitions are imposed to prevent the pilgrims from offending Tua Pek 
Kong’s Muslim sworn brother, Datuk Gong, who is enshrined in the neighboring 
Keramat Kusu. Second, pilgrims who go to Pulau Kusu not only worship at the 
Tua Pek Kong temple on the island, but also pay their respects to Datuk Gong 
at the Keramat. It is only by doing so that their pilgrimage is considered to be 
“complete.”54 

In the case of Pulau Kusu, the Chinese worship of Tua Pek Kong has occurred 
in parallel with the Malay worship of Datuk Keramat. Tua Pek Kong is not only 
a Sino-Malay deity with a Muslim sworn brother; the cult has incorporated the 
Islamic idea of “haram” into its religious practices and the worship of Datuk 

52� 6LP�&KZHH�(QJ��WHPSOH�FDUHWDNHU��*XL\X�)XVKDQ�*RQJ�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�7HPSOH���LQWHUYLHZ�E\�
author, 22 September 2007, Singapore.

53 “Haram” is an Arabic term meaning “forbidden.” In Islam, it is used to refer to anything that is 
prohibited by the word of Allah in the Qur’an.

54� 6LP�&KZHH�(QJ��WHPSOH�FDUHWDNHU��*XL\X�)XVKDQ�*RQJ�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�7HPSOH���LQWHUYLHZ�E\�
author, 22 September 2007, Singapore.

)LJXUH�����'HYRWHHV�SUD\LQJ�DW�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�7HPSOH�DQG�.HUDPDW�.XVX�RQ�3XODX�.XVX�
Photographs by author
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Kong as part of the religious pilgrimage. The case of Pulau Kusu reveals that such 
a religious system was different from the local deity cults that were transplanted 
from China into Southeast Asia. The cult of Tua Pek Kong reveals the rich Sino-
Malay syncretism as a result of the intersections between the Chinese model of 
personal devotion toward extraordinary persons and popular Islamic practices in 
Southeast Asia.

PROSPERITY, VIRTUE, AND MORALITY: TUA PEK KONG 

AS SINICIZED GOD 

A third way of looking at the cult of Tua Pek Kong is to consider the deity as a 
Sinicized God in the Chinese diaspora. While some identify Tua Pek Kong as a 
SHUVRQL¿HG�³SLRQHHU�VSLULW´�RI�WKH�2YHUVHDV�&KLQHVH�55 others consider the deity 
to be a Chinese Earth God (Tudigong ⛇⛘℔).56 Leon Comber notes that Tua 
Pek Kong was a “tutelary saint of the Overseas Chinese,” whose main function 
was to look after the interests of the ethnic Chinese community. In addition, the 
deity was relied upon to bring prosperity, cure diseases, calm the ocean, and avert 
danger.57 Interestingly, Chinese epigraphic materials from the Tua Pek Kong 
temples in Southeast Asia, as well as writings in the Annals of Overseas Chinese 
(Huaqiao zhi 厗⁹⽿), present Tua Pek Kong as a Sinicized deity of the Overseas 
Chinese community.

In the epigraphic materials from Malaysia and Singapore, Tua Pek Kong was 
portrayed as a Chinese god of wealth, and the deity was often called the “God of 
3URVSHULW\��9LUWXH��DQG�0RUDOLW\´��+RFN�7HLN�&KHQJ�6LQ��0��)XGH�]KHQJVKHQ�䤷⽟
㬋䤆). According to the inscriptions erected by Overseas Chinese devotees, Tua 
3HN�.RQJ�ZDV�GHVFULEHG�DV�D�GHLW\�ZLWK�DQ�³HI¿FDFLRXV�UHVSRQVH´��xianhe linggan 
栗崓曰デ)58 and noted for being “extremely effective” (lingxian feichang 曰栗朆
ⷠ).59 One of the steles points out that Tua Pek Kong “defended the country and 
blessed the people” (huguo bimin 嬟⚳ⸯ㮹).60 In other words, Tua Pek Kong 
was depicted as a Sinicized deity that protected China and the Overseas Chinese. 

Like the local cult deities that arrived with the migrants in the nineteenth 
century, Sinicized Tua Pek Kong served an important function in the diasporic 

55 Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia, 39.
56 Xu, “Dabogong erbogong yu bentougong,” 7–8; Xu, “Zaitan dabogong yanjiu,” 19–20. 
57 Leon Comber, Chinese Temples in Singapore, 33.
58 “Chongjian wucao dabogong miao tijuan beiwen,” 56.
59 “Chongxiu danrong bage dabogong ciyu bei,” 94.
60 “Chongjian wucao dabogong miao tijuan beiwen,” 56.
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FRPPXQLW\��FRQÀLFW�UHVROXWLRQ��&KLQHVH�JRGV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�ULWXDOV��DV�3DXO�.DW]�
suggests, are symbols of divine justice and are often called upon to resolve 
LQWHUSHUVRQDO�FRQÀLFWV�LQ�&KLQHVH�VRFLHWLHV�61 According to an inscription erected 
in 1887, two committee members from Haichun Tua Pek Kong Temple (Haichun 
fude ci 㴟⒯䤷⽟䤈��ZHUH�LQYROYHG�LQ�D�FRQÀLFW�DQG�WKH\�GHFLGHG�WR�WDNH�WKH�FDVH�
WR�FRXUW��7KH�LQVFULSWLRQ�KLJKOLJKWV�WKDW�WKH�FRQÀLFW�ZDV�HYHQWXDOO\�UHVROYHG�E\�
the divine intervention of Tua Pek Kong. After ending the grudges between the 
two members, a stele with a set of regulations, inscribed for members to follow, 
was erected in the Tua Pek Kong temple.62 The inscription in this case served as 
a contract between the deity and his devotees to prevent future disagreements. 

Additionally, Tua Pek Kong was presented as a Sinicized deity in the Annals 
of Overseas Chinese. According to the Annals of Overseas Chinese: Malaysia 
(Huaqiao zhi: Malaixiya 厗⁹⽿烉楔Ἦ大Ṇ) published in 1959, Tua Pek Kong 

61 See Paul R. Katz, Divine Justice: Religion and the Development of Chinese Legal Culture.
62� ³)XGH�FL�HUVL�]KXVRQJ�JRQJEHL�´���±���

)LJXUH�����7XD�3HN�.RQJ�DV�WKH�*RG�RI�3URVSHULW\��9LUWXH��DQG�0RUDOLW\� 
Photograph by author
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was regarded as a tutelary Chinese Earth God akin to Tudiye ⛇⛘䇢, Tudishen 
⛇⛘䤆 or Tudigong ⛇⛘℔. The text also claims that Tua Pek Kong was a spirit 
of the Overseas Chinese pioneers.63 The Annals of Overseas Chinese: Singapore 
(Huaqiao zhi: Xinijapo 厗⁹⽿烉㕘≈✉), however, offers a Sinocentric and 
bureaucratic perspective of Tua Pek Kong:

In China, [Tua Pek Kong is called] “God of Prosperity, Virtue, and Morality,” also 
known as “God of the Earth.” His divine authority is said to be equivalent to the 
chief deity of a single locale. [Tua Pek Kong] is usually worshipped together with 
the Kitchen God. 
⛐ᷕ⚳䧙ˬ䤷⽟㬋䤆˭炻⍰䧙ˬ⛇⛘℔˭炻℞䤆㪲借ỵ炻㒂媪⮰⎠ᶨ㕡ᷳ䷥

䤆ˤⷠ冯⎠␥䀞⏃⎴䣨ˤ64

The two annals seem to place Tua Pek Kong in a Chinese bureaucratic 
IUDPHZRUN��,�ZRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�WKLV�FDQ�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WZR�UHDVRQV��)LUVW��LW�LV�
possible that the publisher (Huaqiao wenhua chubanshe 厗⁹㔯⊾↢䇰䣦) of 
these texts, an Overseas Chinese press based in Taiwan, had little knowledge of 
the Tua Pek Kong cult as practiced in the local context of Southeast Asia. They 
were imposing their understanding of Tua Pek Kong based on their knowledge 
of local Chinese deities in China and Taiwan. Second, the incorporation of Tua 
Pek Kong into a Sinicized bureaucratic mode of divinity could also be an attempt 
to absorb the popular deity into the Chinese religious pantheon. By doing so, 
Tua Pek Kong was “transformed” from a Southeast Asian Sino-Malay god into a 
Chinese tutelary deity.

Nevertheless, given the absence of a Chinese imperial bureaucracy in Southeast 
Asia, the Sinicized Tua Pek Kong was likely to have existed in the “personal 
model,” ranging from being the spirit of extraordinary Chinese pioneers and the 
god of prosperity and wealth to a protector of the Overseas Chinese and China. 
The incorporation of Tua Pek Kong into the Chinese bureaucratic mode of 
divinity, I would contend, disregards the local conditions that shaped the cult 
and the migrant experiences that contributed to its popularity in Malaysia and 
Singapore.

63 Huaqiao zhi: Malaixiya, 248.
64 Huaqiao zhi: Xinjiapo, 230.
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CONCLUSION 

The question this paper set out to answer is: Who is Tua Pek Kong? In the context 
of Malaysia and Singapore, Tua Pek Kong’s cult appeared in three divine forms: 
a brotherhood spirit, a Sino-Malay deity, and a Sinicized god. In the case of Tua 
Pek Kong as a sworn brotherhood, Tua Pek Kong was seen by its members as 
being both a patron deity and a mutual aid organization. The group took control 
of governance, and law and order in the diasporic community during the colonial 
period. However, after the destructive riots involving Tua Pek Kong and its 
rival groups in 1867, the British colonial government outlawed the group, and it 
eventually ceased to exist by the end of the nineteenth century. Concomitantly, 
Tua Pek Kong was venerated as a Sino-Malay deity, albeit in several different 
forms. According to an inscription in Pahang, the local community worshipped 
Tua Pek Kong as Bentougong. In other parts of Malaysia and Singapore, the 
Sino-Malay Tua Pek Kong was known for symbolically blending elements of 
Malay animistic worship with Chinese religious practices. More intriguingly, 
Tua Pek Kong was a Sino-Malay deity with a Muslim sworn brother in Pulau 
Kusu. The cult incorporated Islamic ideas and the worship of Datuk Kong into 
LWV� UHOLJLRXV� SUDFWLFHV�� )LQDOO\�� WKH�6LQLFL]HG�7XD�3HN�.RQJ�GHPRQVWUDWHV� KRZ�
the cult existed in what Robert Hymes calls a “dual model of divinity.”65 On 
the one hand, the deity was the spirit of extraordinary Chinese pioneers, god of 
SURVSHULW\��SURWHFWRU�RI�2YHUVHDV�&KLQHVH��DQG�HYHQ�D�PHGLDWRU�RI�FRQÀLFW��2Q�WKH�
other hand, Tua Pek Kong was absorbed into the Chinese bureaucratic religious 
pantheon in the Overseas Chinese annals. 

As the study of Tua Pek Kong’s cult has shown, the personal mode of 
divinity explains the popularity of the deity. In the absence of a Chinese imperial 
bureaucracy, Chinese migrants in Malaysia and Singapore probably saw the 
familial connections and dyadic relationship between themselves and the 
divine uncle as being more appealing than a multilevel bureaucratic hierarchy. 
)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�2YHUVHDV�&KLQHVH�WKHPVHOYHV�ZHUH�DFWLYH�DJHQWV�LQ�LQYHQWLQJ�
their religious beliefs. Some were quick to incorporate local Malay animistic 
worship and popular Islamic ideas into the Tua Pek Kong cult in making him 
D� 6LQR�0DOD\� GHLW\�� 2WKHUV� GHHPHG� KLP� D� 6LQLFL]HG� JRG� ZLWK� DQ� HI¿FDFLRXV�
response and a personal touch. Therefore, it is not possible to pinpoint exactly 
who Tua Pek Kong was. Perhaps, it is precisely this multifaceted nature of the 
cult that best serves the spiritual needs of the Chinese in Southeast Asia. 

65 Hymes, Way and Byway, 4–5. 
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